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I do not want to outwit others; 
Nor do I yearn to be a celebrity 
I only want to relate my tale 
To my friends and well-wishers 


- Ghulam Ahmad Mahjoor 
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all my colleagues. They have been to me what English essayist 
Charles Lamb calls, ‘The glow-worms of my conscience and nights 
of despair.’ 

My wife Sushama is the mainstay and the source of my strength 
in the most difficult of times. While I fought with the demons 
within and without, it was Sushama, who was always behind me. 
Without her stellar support, I wouldn’t have been where I am today. 


When I dream, it is just a dream. 

When you dream with me, 

it is the beginning of a reality. 

When we work towards the dream together, 
we can create a heaven on the earth. 


- Adapted from a Brazilian proverb 


AL Sa 


PREFACE TO FIRST EDITION 


In the sweltering heat of Delhi in August 1995 on the plush 
green lawns of India International Centre, a friend from Jammu & 
Kashmir introduced me to a vivacious young man and described 
him as Sanjay Nahar, running an Organisation called SARHAD in 
Pune. I had some vague impression of this Organisation when I 
held charge of the office of Additional Chief Secretary J & K in- 
charge of Home. Though SARHAD was working for the welfare 
of the victims of violence in Punjab, J & K and North East, the 
activities of the Organisation were not adequately known to me. 
Sanjay Nahar gave me a good narrative of his objectives behind 
the trail of his onerous activities in relation to the rehabilitation of 
the victims of violence unleashed on the poor and the innocent. He 
invited me to Pune and even agreed to visit me in Aligarh. At that 
hour I had no inkling that this was going to be the beginning of a 
meaningful relationship above the mundane affairs in which we 
are generally engrossed. I returned to Aligarh and continued to 
hear about the yeoman service of SARHAD and the rehabilitative 
work it had embarked upon in Pune. 

After some years of my close association with SARHAD, I got 
increasingly exposed to the challenges facing SARHAD. 

With the passage of time SARHAD came of age and I continued 
to meet the uprooted families and the young children living under 
the care of Sanjay Nahar and his amiable wife, Sushama. I was 
really filled with admiration when I learnt from the children that 
when Sushama goes out of Pune the children miss her bitterly. 
Some children had even fallen sick in her absence. These children 
came from an area where violence had left its indelible mark on 


the psyche of the whole population. A boy from Anantnag told me 
that if you topple democratically elected governments by 
engineering defections the forces of doom and destruction will rule 
the roost and people will flee to the places offering refuge. Another 
boy from Kupwara related his agony and thanked his stars that he 
came to study and live in the serene environs of Pune, where he 
has the opportunity to see the Kaleidoscope of Indian society. How 
the land of peace and prosperity where people lived in comfort in 
sylvan surroundings could live in the midst of death and destruction? 
People continued to reel under the constant shadow of death and 
as such hear about encounters, firing, kidnapping, killing and 
abduction of young people, interrogation, death and carnage. It 
appeared that the halcyon days of peace and communal. harmony 
had vanished forever. In the clash between the militants and the 
security forces damage to property and loss of life became inevitable 
and the children and innocent families suffered heavily. The 
education and upbringing of the children and safety of men and 
women continued to suffer an incalculable damage for a long time. 
In such a situation the bold initiative taken by SARHAD in 
organising the children to move to Pune into anew home under the 
care of SARHAD was a very momentous step towards the resolution 
of the imbroglio facing the State of J & K, Punjab and North East, 
In the summer of 2007, Chief Minister Ghulam Nabi Azad called 

to enquire from me about the quality of living and education of the 

students brought from J & K to Pune. I gave him complete account 

of the efforts being taken by SARHAD. He instructed the Revenue 

Secretary Masood Samoon to find land and space for SARHAD in 

Srinagar for opening a state of the art school. Somehow the project 

did not take off at that time. Whenever we went to spend time in 

the dormitories of SARHAD at Pune we saw a new ray of hope in 

the eyes of the children living in comparative peace and happiness, 

While the loss of human lives, property and home could not be 
made up nor could it be ameliorated adequately, creation of a new 
ambience in which the unhappy past could be forgotten and a new 
ease of life could be given to the victims of terror and violence was 
decidedly a luminous objective. Sanjay started taking the young 
inmates and new entrants into the fold of SARHAD to a kind of 


Bharat Darshan. One such programme was organised in Mumbai 
in which] was deeply | moved to find ChiefMinister of Maharashtra 
Sushil Kumar Shinde as also the Union Agriculture Minister Sharad 
Pawar talking to the children from distant J & K, leaving their 
preoccupations behind. Mufti Mohammad Sayeed as Chief Minister 
Jammu and Kashmir in a Press Conference in Mumbai eulogised 
the selfless activities of SARHAD and came to Pune to lay the 
foundation stone of our main building in 2004. He addressed the 
ceremony attended by many people including the noted Gandhian 
Anna Hazare and computer wizard Vijay Bhatkar. 

SARHAD is totally committed to imparting richness to thinking, 
action and character of its entire clientele. The noted Urdu poet 
and scholar Javed Akhtar regaled our inmates on many occasions 
and organised a communion with Amitabh Bachchan, Raj Babbar, 
Shah Rukh Khan and Hrithik Roshan. This has now become an 
annual colourful event. 

Pune is a multi-cultural city of cosmopolitan outlook, where 
people from all nooks and comer of the globe come to acquire 
knowledge and skill. SARHAD has been exposing its inmates toa 
variety of human life and I have no doubt that the children brought 
up in the bracing climate of an utterly friendly environment will 
learn what India is and what her cultural heritage stands for. When 
they grow they will be proud citizens of this country with a well 
integrated personality and actively enriched disposition. I have felt 
elated and better informed after reading what Sanjay and Sushma 
have gone through in the strife-torn ambience of Punjab and Jammu 
and Kashmir. I have great pleasure in wishing them god-speed in 
this endeavour of human engineering and making India strong and 
vibrant. Great meticulous care has been taken by him in his 
description of tragic events, sensitive issues encompassing almost 
all aspects of socio-political life of the entire region, and the hardship 
faced by the people involved. 

Prashant Talnikar, an accomplished independent writer in his 
own rights and a well-wisher of Sanjay Nahar, who remained 
unrelenting in his endeavour to pen down the story of Sanjay 
Nahar’s exemplary journey so far, merits a special mention. The 
language used and the style adopted by him in chronicling the events 
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of the most turbulent period of our history in North India, make 
Prashant Talnikar a raconteur par excellence. I would like to place 
on record my deep gratitude to him and I feel that his hard work is 
well rewarded in the publication of this useful diary, dilating on 
what cannot be done by day dreaming and drawing room téte-a- 
téte: 

An hour of a glorious life 

Is worth an age without a name 


DR. M. RAHMAN, IAS 
EX- V. C., ALIGARH MUSLIM UNIVERSITY, 
EX- SECRETARY, GOI 


fo 


“ 


FOREWORD 
Two eminent personalities, each from a different field, 
graciously agreed to read the pre-release copy of this book and 
have also been kind enough to send their individual perceptions 


of Sarhad, its work and of course, 


The Sarhad Story. 
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Padmashri Prof Rahman Rahi 
Recipient of the Jnanapith Award 


During the last two decades, the State of Jammu and Kashmir 
(particularly the Valley of Kashmir) has been finding itself 
entrapped in an extremely painful situation and has continuously 
been experiencing some most excruciating happenings. Due to 
certain unfortunate circumstances, this part of the Indo-Pak 
subcontinent has virtually become a scene of discord and dispute, 
which all well-meaning people the world Over, wish to see solved 
peacefully and amicably so as to find the poor victims of this tragic 
State of affair living a tension-free and dignified life. 

Why and how did the dispute arise is an issue variously debated. 
Nonetheless, there are people who, instead of getting entangled 
into the intricacies of the problem, prefer to help lessen the agony 
the Kashmiri people have been experiencing as a consequence of 
the dispute. Among such sensitive and humanitarian people, one 
finds quite prominent a gentleman named Shri Sanjay Nahar, who 
hails from Pune, the great cultural center of Maharashtra, rather of 
the whole of India. I am pleased to affirm here that Shri Sanjay is 
the noble soul who has founded in the above-mentioned city the 
celebrated ‘SARHAD’, an N.G.O. that has been busy helping in 
more than one manner the victimized Kashmiris Caught up in a 
deracinating violence through the past twenty long years. 

_ Concerning the multifarious philanthropic activities of Shri 
Sanjay, one can obtain some Tevealing intimations from the present 
diary, entitled “Bonding with Kashmir: The Sarhad Story” 
maintained by him date-wise. The diary covers the entire period of 
time in point and incidentally brings to light various aspects of the 
Kashmir issue. The reader of the diary has the choice to estimate 

himself, the views expressed by the author therein. 
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The undersigned has had the good fortune of obtaining 
personally an on-the-spot information about the chief achievements 
of Shri Sanjay. The achievements are the School and the College 
working in Pune under the auspices of ‘SARHAD’, in which about 
one hundred orphan and below poverty line children brought from 
different localities of the strife-stricken Kashmir are not only 
recciving quality education at various levels, but are also enjoying 
a carefree, fine and forward-looking life. 

Let us pray for a continuously fruitful success for Shri Nahar’s 
ever widening and ever-increasing humanitarian activities, and let 
us conclude the present humble expression of gratitude with the 
hope that he will be ever enjoying the good luck of receiving more 
and more appreciation and encouragement from within and without 
Kashmir! 


Srinagar 
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Lt Gen (Retd) Vinayak Gopal Patankar 


Even the most diligent record keeper could seldom maintain a 
diary that has the makings of a fascinating chronicle of events as The 
Sarhad Story indeed is. In fact the very concept of converting a 
compilation of events into a biographical journal is indeed a novel 
one. 

Sarhad is not just another NGO. It is a saga of how an inspired 
individual successfully chased his dreams and turned them into 
reality; his trials and tribulations and his burning convictions that 
bordered on obsession. I have had a ringside view of Sarhad’s good 
work. I have also been associated with its work in Kashmir and 
Pune. I am, therefore convinced of the sincerity of its purpose and 
the purity of its dedication to the cause. It is the story of Sanjay 
Nahar, the spirit behind Sarhad. It is also a narrative about 
motivation, team building and about touching the right chord in 
the minds of people from different parts of India. The last part is 
what makes the book extremely relevant to all Indians because 
Sarhad has not remained confined to Pune or even Maharashtra 
but in fact has taken its message first to Punjab and then to J&K at 
a time when both the states were in deep strife. 

Prashant Talnikar has transformed Sanjay Nahar’s difficult and 
arduous journey of bonding with Kashmir into an eminently 
readable account. He is articulate without being ornate or elaborate; 
he has thus preserved the tenor of the narrative which is essentially 
Noting in a diary. His choice of words is simple but not pedestrian. 
Overall the Nahar-Talnikar team has done a commendable job. 

The book is not gripping likea mystery novel; but it is not meant 
to. There are, however, many an episode described with such vivid 
detail that the reader cannot put the book down till he has raced 
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through to its final outcome. All in all a very well documented 
account of one man’s love for his country and for his countrymen 
in their hour of peril. 


New Delhi 
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Blessings 


Sarhad is a Persian word which means border or frontier. The 
word is also used to delimitate the limit. In a short span of time this 
NGO, Sarhad, has crossed the limits of human endeavour and 
become an organization to join Kashmir emotionally with the rest 
of India. Indeed, Sarhad’s contribution to link the estranged valley 
with the rest of the country is immense and commendable. 

With no resources, Sanjay Nahar, a social worker, embarked 
some years ago on a journey which looked arduous and long from 
Pune where he resides and from where he operates. Yet he has not 
allowed the difficulties to come in the way. His example has shown 
once again that determination as well as dedication is all that is 
required to overcome any impediment. This book narrates the story 
of a humanitarian movement called Sarhad quite interestingly. 

What Sarhad does is to provide education to the Kashmiri 
orphans and in general work for the welfare and rehabilitation of 
the widows and half-widows in Kashmir. Sarhad trains them in 
different vocations so that they become eligible in this competitive 
world. 

India has numerous organizations in the country. But most of 
them are on paper. There are very few like the Sarhad which set an 
example before the country by practicing what they preach. 

Due to Nahar’s and consequently Sarhad’s efforts, hundreds of 
Kashmiri children, who were tethered to their homes in the Valley 
have gone all over India and even beyond to prove their mettle. 
Sarhad provides them with a conducive environment away from 
their home State, without disconnecting them from their 
Kashmiriyat, which I find commendable. I am sure the people of 

Kashmir and indeed these boys and girls would remember Sarhad 
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forever for its yeoman work for them. 

I must admit that his work introduced me to him. I met him 
later. He was also a part of my team in onc of my regular visits to 
Pakistan as a peace initiative. India needs more organizations like 
Sarhad and more dedicated young men like Sanjay Nahar to once 
again become a lively, inclusive and peaceful nation that it once 
was. 

Sarhad is going to cross many mileposts before it reaches the 
destination. Or, persons like Nahar have no destinations. They are 
always secthing and going on and on to spread the light to illuminate 
the path which is still drenched in darkness. 


Kuldip Nayar 


Veteran Journalist 
5 November 2015 
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PROLOGUE-First Edition 


This following text is the diary of an individual, an organization 
and a state in India, in that order. The individual in this case is me, 
Sanjay Nahar, the organization is my social organization, ‘Sarhad’ 
and the state is Maharashtra, to which I belong. It is the story of an 
organization that has dedicated itself to a cause, bonding with a 
disenchanted part of the country, Kashmir. The format of this 
narrative is that of a diary because it is a running account of the 
experiences, thoughts and activities of ‘Sarhad’ right since its birth, 
and is continuing. Years ago, I had read Diary of Ann Frank and 
somewhere it remained inside me. Perhaps it came to the fore, 
when I sat to write the Sarhad Story. 

This is not a diary in the sense of a detailed, chronological 
travelogue. This is an activist’s document, which records the events, 
sometimes second-hand but mostly first-hand experiences, emotions 
and thoughts at those times. The narration also contains opinions 
and thoughts of other people, expressed while talking to us. While 
these opinions can be subjective, they also reflect the general 
feelings at those respective times. I decided on the diary format 
also because it allows me to be straightforward and candid in writing 

down my experiences, without bringing in my ego. 

Two decades is a long time in today’s dynamic world, where 
situations tend to change very dramatically in much shorter time. 
Given the dynamic nature of the Kashmir issue, somewhere in the 
diary you might find that the thoughts, opinions and impressions 
held during one phase are in variance with those in the earlier 
phases. But then these things are the products of the situation at 
any given time. To be true to the experiences at different times and 
in different situations, I have deliberately refrained from making 
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any attempts to rationalize the thoughts in the hindsight. 

The situation in Kashmir has been highly volatile, particularly 
in its first decade, the 1990s. As such there were certain times 
when the security forces could not allow anyone and understandably 
so, to move about freely in the Kashmir Valley. Between 1990 and 
1994 and again late 1994 to 1998 especially, the violence was at 
its peak in the state. 

This diary is by no means a description of our proposal of the 
solution to the Kashmir issue, nor does it claim to be the only side 
of the story. This is the story of a movement called ‘Sarhad’. This 
is the account ofall the activities that ‘Sarhad’ undertook at different 
times during the past 19 years. You will find in this diary, a rough 
sketch depicting the mental setup of the ordinary civilians, the 
security force personnel as well as the militants in Kashmir apart 
from the small bit that ‘Sarhad’ has been doing. The diary accounts 
of the past almost two decades also indicate the care and precautions 
that we as people outside Kashmir need to take in the future. 

There are many players involved and concerned with the 
Kashmir issue and barring the external elements, all other groups, 
the separatists, the ordinary man-on-street, poets and thinkers, the 
military, the government employees and the politicians, have now 
realized the need to win over the people of Kashmir by love and 
love alone. If that happens, the issue will simply run out of fuel 
and eventually, will die down on its own. Easier said than done, 
when countries bearing a grudge against India are working with a 
great evil force to keep the issue burning. They are simply trying 
to advance their own cause at the cost of innocent Kashmiris. 

Basically, the issue here is anything but Hindu-Muslim 
communal divide. The Hindu Pandits and the Muslims have been 
living together happily for ages. They speak the same language 
and take pride in the same kashmiriyat or the Kashmiri way of life 
and the Kashmiri culture. History of the region has ample proofs 
of the amity between Hindus and Muslims in the state. Even after 
independence, there never were any communal riots in the valley. 
The issue is at best a culmination of the years of hardship due to 
lack of development of the region and a failure at the political 
level, to understand the public mindset. The present-day communal 
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colour of the issue is the handiwork of some unscrupulous and 
wily clements, who do not want India to prosper. i 

On the other hand, the successive governments at the centre in 
India have failed to diagnose the issue in Kashmir and those who 
did, failed to do anything in that regard due to various compulsions. 
The treatment meted out to the people in the valley has effectively 
marginalized the area and ghettoized it in the course of time. 

Just pumping money in Kashmir is not going to help solve the 
problem. The money is needed, but one needs to look at the 
fundamental issues of the people in Jammu-Kashmir and work on 
them. The people there should not be crippled and taught to live on 
crutches, they must be taught to work to earn their bread. For that 
however, they need basic infrastructure, decent education and 
employment facilities and opportunities. The years of neglect and 
broken promises have created a huge backlog in the development 
of the state. That needs to be filled. The disregard for their welfare 
has left the people indignant and the enemies of the country have 
precisely exploited the discontent to blow up the issue. Only love 
and a sense of belonging can eliminate this discontent, this 
disaffection. All the systems in this state have weakened, which 
need to be resurrected, reinvigorated and brought back on track as 
fast as possible. Merely allocating huge funds is just not the end; 
proper implementation of schemes is required. 

This is surely possible. Even ordinary people of the country 
can come forward and contribute to it, without waiting for the 
governmental efforts. 

With this background, ‘Sarhad’ Started its work in Kashmir. 
This objective, some might feel, is too ambitious or too conceited 
fora singular entity but after you read this diary, you would realize 
that we are trying to do our bit. We are very much aware of our 
limitations. There are Many others, individuals and organizations, 
who can and will do much more than we ever could. Even today 
we are not the only ones working in Kashmir, The fact that we are 
one of the doers is satisfying. 

‘Sarhad’ firmly believes that the Indian citizenry, especially 
the people of Maharashtra, can work towards bonding with the 


people of Kashmir. Small acts of small people can make a great 
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difference and to that effect, if even one individual is inspired by 
reading this book to work for providing a healing touch to not only 
the Kashmiri brethren but those in any part of the country who are 
hurt, our day is made! Already, there are at least five organizations 
in Maharashtra, who have taken inspiration from ‘Sarhad’ and have 
started working independently in Kashmir, 

One of the great contemporary saintly figures, Acharya Vinoba 
Bhave, used to talk about the difference between Prakriti, Vikriti 
and Sanskriti (Nature, Perversion and Culture). He used to say, a 
man having a meal is natural and hence his Prakriti, A man wasting 
food in spite of seeing someone starve is perverse and amounts to 
a Vikriti in him. A man while having his meal and despite being as 
hungry as someone else who does not have even a morsel to eat, 
shares whatever he has with that man, is his Sanskriti, his culture. 
What we are trying to do is act according to our culture and wish 
that more people follow us! 

Our journey hasn’t exactly been a stroll in the garden. In the 
course of our work we have been put to test on several occasions 
and in several ways. We have been accused of many things: that 
we are agents of the government/army; we are in this because we 
want to eam money; we are sold out to the Muslim propagandists; 
we have a political ambition; we are working for such and such 
political party; we want to convert the Kashmiri children from their 
Muslim faith; we lure the children away from Kashmir under the 
disguise of education; we cannot be trusted as far as the girl-students 
are concerned... the list goes on. We know that this is going to 
continue even in the future. Even the greatest of social workers 
have had to go through this character assassination; we are any 
way a small fry compared to them. In the end, these things only 
increase our resolve and not diminish it. 

We have had more good experiences than bad though, and have 
met people who have genuinely appreciated our work. We cherish 
these people and these experiences. Eminent people like the Shiv 
Sena Supremo late Balasaheb Thackeray and well-known social 
activist Anna Hazare have commended our efforts. Humane 
government and police officers like Dr. M. Rahman, J.F. Ribeiro, 
Javid Mukhdoomi and S.S. Virk have encouraged us. Political 
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bigwigs from Mufti Mohammed Sayeed to Sharad Pawar to 
Sushilkumar Shinde have supported us. Poets like Jnanapith Award 
recipient Prof Rahman Rahi, Nida Fazli to Javed Akhtar have lauded 
our initiatives. When all such men help you in their way, you can 
only be grateful and would want to remember only their kind words. 
If the accusations like those listed above have increased our resolve, 
the kind words and help of the eminent personalities irrespective 
of political ideologies and personal beliefs motivate us to keep 
going. 

We are humans and have all the human failings and frailties. 
We might have erred or even found wanting sometimes but our 
intentions have always been and will always be to build bridges 
between people. We shall not stop that work come what may! 

This diary is many things as mentioned earlier. Along with them, 
on a certain plane it is also an account of the activities ofa middle- 
class Maharashtrian with no resources. I have often been asked 
about where I get the resources required for all the activities that 
‘Sarhad’ undertakes. I take this opportunity to answer the question. 
Any work, which is on the scale of what we do, requires resources, 
but in India more often than not, when an activity starts getting 
funds from the government and/or public, it tends to wither away. 
In many ways, the purpose becomes subservient to the support. 
The attitude and outlook of people tends to change; both inside 
and outside the organization. In many countries, a good cause gets 
respect and boost, when it gets the government support. It’s not 
the same in India. 

One of the incidents would underline the importance of this. 
Shortly after our first batch of students Joined the school, a young 
boy once remarked that we must be getting a lot of money per 
student, from the government and other people. We were shocked! 
He was obviously told by some people that it is always so. 

To be honest, resources wise we have been in crunch situations 
several times. However, at each of those times we have been 
fortunate enough to come out unscathed. 

Before T embark on the journey'in Kashmir, it may help to put 
things in proper perspective by explaining where it all started. 

In our college days, wanting to do something different and 
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socially responsible, we began as a group of young men eager to 

serve the country with our own resources and gradually evolved 
into a registered social organization. Just out of school in our early 
days, we had formed a voluntary organization named ‘Vande 
Mataram’. That was way back in the early eighties. India was then 
experiencing her first direct encounter with terrorism or armed 
militancy, in Punjab. Driven by idealism of the youth and the fact 
that we were born in Maharashtra, which is one of the most Sensitive 
and sensible states in India, we all decided to pursue a bigger and 
higher dream. Patriotism and humanitarianism run deep in the blood 
of the middle-class Maharashtrians and like all the true Indians, 
we were quite disturbed by the situation in Punjab. In order not to 
digress from the subject of this book, it is sufficient to say that, we 
landed in Punjab one fine morning, and started to communicate 
with the people there. For the next eight years, against all odds, we 
worked towards building bridges with the people of Punjab through 
various peace initiatives. 

Our initial activities were sketchy and amateurish, driven more 
by enthusiasm than meticulous planning of a resourceful and 
professional organization. But we were amateurs then and obviously 
lacked the manpower, financial resources and managerial skills. 
Being engaged in an activity which gives a great meaning to our 
lives and which is, in a small way, contributing to the humanity 
was our basic source of satisfaction. 

For the records, ‘Vande Mataram’ gave birth to ‘Sarhad’ when 
we went to Kashmir. Well known poet Guzar has penned a poem 
bythis name and we thought it would be apt for our organization as 
the Hindi word means ‘border’ and that is where we were working; 
the border area of the country. Secondly, the disaffected elements 
had some unfavourable connotations about the patently nationalistic 
phrase ‘Vande Mataram’ and we wanted to do everything possible 
to go closer to them. 

“Vande Mataram’ worked in the militancy-affected Punjab for 
eight years, On 27" September 1988, when heavy rains caused the 
river Beas to flood, one of my colleagues, Dattatray Gaikwad made 
the ultimate sacrifice while saving a Sikh family. Dattatray was 
posthumously awarded the President’s Medal for bravery and thus 
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honoured by the Government of India. (With due modesty but as a 
necessary disclosure in public life I feel it important to specifically 
mention here that, Vande Mataram has been supporting Dattatray’s 
family ever since his sad demise. This was and is our duty and we 
look at it as such.) 

Punjab in those days was tormented by the violence of Sikh 
extremists. The brave warriors of all Indian wars, the Sikh 
community was reeling under the violence and one couldn’t, but 
feel sad for them. We were very disturbed. After all, Punjab has a 
great tradition of highest sacrifice for India and its sovereignty! 

Out of this feeling and the inspiration from the lives of Shivram 
Hari Rajguru (associate of Shaheed Bhagat Singh), the great Indian 
leader Lokmanya Bal Gangadhar Tilak and famous saint Sant 
Namdeo, we started our work. All of them were from Maharashtra 
but they have great respect in Punjab for their work in that state. 
Punjab is also the state of our hero Bhagat Singh. There is another 
strong link between Punjab and Maharashtra: Guru Govind Singhji, 
the tenth and the last Guru of the Sikhs became a martyr in Nanded, 
Maharashtra. Nanded therefore, is a place of pilgrimage for the 
Sikhs. 

We began with trying to bond with the ordinary people in Punjab. 

By the end of the decade the Punjab crisis was very much over, 
thanks mainly of course, to the people of Punjab. Unfortunately, 


our neighbour had in the meanwhile spread his tentacles in the 
Kashmir Valley ... 


Sanjay Nahar 
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AUTHOR'S NOTE 
(My) Bonding with Kashmir 


Sometime in the autumn of 2007, I finished reading Kashmir 
Diary, a Marathi book written by Sanjay Nahar chronicling the 
activities of his social organization called Sarhad. I felt uneasy. 
The anccdotes and thoughts in the book were disturbing, yct so 
haunting that I couldn’t keep quiet, so I contacted Sanjay Nahar, 
Rather unexpectedly, he was quite accessible. 

Till then, I had known Sanjay Nahar generally through his 
newspaper articles and the news reports of Sarhad’s activities. 
‘Doing something in Kashmir’ that’s all I knew about him. My 
perceptions about Kashmir and the Kashmir issue in particular were 
just like any ordinary Indian citizen: All Kashmiris are Muslims, 
they have driven the Hindu pandits out of the valley and most, if 
not all, want to secede from India and go to Pakistan. They all 
Support terrorism and harbour terrorists. The Army is ‘ours’ but 
these people aren’t. 

The first couple of meetings with Sanjay Nahar proved to be an 
eye opener for me. What he told me about Kashmir, the Kashmiri 
people, the facts and figures related to the militancy in the state 
left me incredulous. Most of the things didn’t match my perceptions 
but more about that a while later, He also told me more about the 
people he met, the discussions he had with them and such things. I 
was amazed by the amount of work he has done in J&K. When I 
leamed that there is hardly any documentation done about this work 
I was surprised. There was no website, no brochure and no written 
account in English, in short, nothing that would give Sarhad 
publicity. There were more than a hundred Kashmiri children 
Studying in the school but Sarhad hasn’t even registered itself for 
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foreign aid. Nor does it accept any government funding! While | 
felt good that a fellow Marathi manoos does such a great and selfless 
work for the country I felt his work is truly inspiring and needs to 
be replicated in every State. For that, it needs to be documented in 
English and possibly, Hindi. I offered to translate the Diary into 
English. Sanjay Nahar agreed and my association with him and 
Sarhad began. 

With his permission, I started meeting the Kashmiri children in 
Sarhad. After initial hesitance, they started opening up. Generally 
the Kashmiris are reticent, Sanjay had informed me, so I had to 
first familiarize myself to the children before they thought I was 
‘OK’ to talk to. If I had felt uneasy after reading the Diary, when I 
listened to the stories the young Kashmiri boys and girls told me I 
became utterly uncomfortable. Are there two Indias? How could I 
(and so many others like me) be so ignorant for so many decades 
of my life? Sanjay Nahar would share his experiences and incidents 
and my eyes would bulge with surprise. It took me some time to 
digest what Sanjay told me. 

I was shocked that the media Teports on an issue could create 
Such a different picture in the mind of an unsuspecting citizen. For 
instance, Zahid Bhatt told me that when the violence in the valley 
was at its peak about a decade ago, the common Kashmiri families 
constantly found themselves staring at the barrel of a gun pointed 
at them; by the militants at night and the Army next morning. “The 
militants would break into our homes at night and pointing the gun 
at us would ask us for food or a place to rest for some time. The 
next morning the Army Jawans would point the gun at us and ask 
us why we ‘harboured’ the militants? Tel] me sir,” Zahid asked, 
“What were we supposed to do? What would you or anyone in our 
place have done?” I had no answer. Such stories rarely, if at all, 
came to light. Even if they did, they mostly conveyed only the part 
of militants having meals at the Kashmiri houses. Take the case of 


sleep that night. Every boy and girl in Sarhad has a Story to tell. 
There is Salim, Naba, Ashiq Khan... 


Ashiq Khan came to Sarhad as a ten-year old boy. His father 
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was suspected to be a sympathizer of the militants and was killed 
ina skirmish with Army. At his age Ashiq was too young to discern 
what’s right and what’s not. He only knew that the Army killed his 
father. No amount of counselling by his mother, brother and other 
elders in the family and village could calm him down. Finally, at 
the instance of Mehbooba Mufti, he was sent to Sarhad in Pune. It 
took him a long time to start seeing things differently. He had to be 
handled with great care. Help was sought from the other Kashmiri 
boys in Sarhad and that worked. Things were quiet for some time 
until one day, Sanjay Nahar received a call from a local police 
station that they have nabbed a Kashmiri boy attempting to run 
away suspiciously. Sanjay Nahar took me along. At the police 
station the PI and constables on duty actually stood up when they 
saw Sanjay Nahar and expressed their admiration for his work. 
We saw Ashiq Khan in the lock up. The matter of a Kashmiri 
Muslim boy being rounded up by the police in Pune had the potential 
ofblowing up into a major issue. However, Sanjay Nahar spoke to 
the police officers and explained Ashiq’s background. He then 
called up Ashiq’s mother in Kashmir and told her about the whole 
episode. 

The same Ashiq, some time earlier, wanted to return to valley 
without completing his education. At that time, what his mother 
said to him was an eye-opener for not just Ashiq but for the other 
listeners as well. She had scolded the boy and had said, “Your 
father has already left us in a mess and now you want to ruin 
whatever life we have? Listen, if at all you leave Sarhad to come 
back and talk of going across the border or pick up a gun, forget 
the police or the Army, I will shoot you myself!” 

I was very rudely shaken from my middle class intellectual 
slumber when faced with this harsh reality, I must say! One knows 
and likes to wax philosophical that struggle is a part of life but 
when you listen to the stories from the valley you realize that life 
itself is a struggle there and what someone like me calls struggle, 
is in fact a cakewalk. We just do not know what struggle means! 

“Yahan hamare bahot hain chahanewale, par hum kisike nahin, 

Hum is mulk mein Urdu ki tarah rahete hain’ 

(We have many admirers here, but we don’t belong to anyone. 
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We live in this country like Urdu - alien in this context) 

One Kashmiri boy said to me once. And once again, I was left 
specchless. k : 

Doing this book gave me an entirely new vision of Kashmir. It 
was quite some time before I could come out of my preconceived 
notions and imagination or shall I say media inspired thinking. I 
spent hours talking to Sanjay Nahar, some journalist friends, the 
Kashmiri children, visiting people from Jammu and Kashmir and 
reading books on the subject. I am still intrigued and shocked by 
the fact that some people can play with the lives of so many pcople 
for so many years! Equally intriguing is the fact that, ifone relatively 
small organization like Sarhad can change the life of 150 children 
and many more associated with them in 10-15 years, why the 
government machinery fails over a period of more than 60 years? 
India has given the world Zero; Indian philosophy, Indian culture 
and ancient Indian wisdom are the subjects of admiration all over 
the world. We are the largest and most successful democracy in 
the world. With our immense diversity the uniquely composite 
society that we have is unparalleled in the world. We know how to 
stay together and stay largely peaceful in spite of the differences in 
religious beliefs, castes, languages and what not. In modern times, 
Indian IT professionals have virtually driven the world technology. 
On the other hand India has given the world the symbols of peace 
like Bhagwan Mahavir, Gautam Buddha and Mahatma Gandhi. 
Why we cannot solve the Kashmir issue in sixty eight years? Why 
we cannot bring peace in our border states? Is it lack of will, lack 
of interest or lack of initiative? If so why? Or is it that some forces 
do not want the issue to be resolved ever? If so, how can we let a 
part of our own country, a section of our own people suffer for 
someone’s ulterior motives, for so long? The Kashmir issue is cating 
into our annual budget disproportionately. Add to that the Northeast. 
Why can’t a brilliant nation plug these huge holes? We have seen 
a whole generation get annihilated in Punjab, why are we allowing 
the same thing in Kashmir, in Northeast? I felt my convictions, the 
things I had been holding sacrosanct so far crumbling away one by 
one. Perhaps I was too idealistic for too long... 
Slowly but surely, I was getting sucked in. 
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This book is an account of the activities of an organization but 
its undertone reveals how even a common man, inspired by a 
genuine concern can play an important role ina complex issue. It 
shows that a firm belief in humanitarian values is empowering and 
simple compassion brings people closer. It tells us that not coercion 
or brute power but love and concern wins at the end of the day. 

Sanjay and Sushama Nahar are the driving and sustaining force 
of Sarhad but obviously, they weren’t alone in taking it forward. 
There were many young men and women who got associated with 
them and they were the seeds that Sarhad had sowed along the 
way. Today, these seeds have started germinating. A few of these 
associates took wings and began flying independently. People like 
Adik Kadam (now working for Borderless World Foundation), 
Feroze Hussein, Nazir Khan chose to go independently at some 
point of time and are doing good work. 

In the six years since 2009, when the first edition was published, 
so many developments have taken place. Some of the children who 
were studying in Sarhad completed their education and bid adieu 
to their alma mater. Some took up jobs and some chose to enter the 
traditional business of Kashmiri handicraft. Sarhad feels proud that 
none of its wards went astray when they grew up. It feels proud 
that these youths are convinced that a gun can never be a solution 
to any issue but education is. Academically they may not have 
scored 80% or 90% marks but the stay at Sarhad helped them see 
India and indeed, life, differently. During these years they were 
wielding cricket bats instead of guns, volleyball instead of bombs 
and stones. They sang songs rather than shouting slogans. So many 
young lives found the right path. In fact, those who returned to the 
valley are doing a great deal of community service, whether in a 
situation of a natural calamity like the 2014 floods that devastated 
J&K or in other ways. They have maintained a link with Sarhad. 
Sarhad feels happy to guide hundreds of youths to the right path. 
As we were working on this edition, forner R&AW chief A. S. 
Dulat's book on Kashmir came out. The observations and 
experiences in this excellent book match Sarhad's line that 
Kashmiris can be won by love and love alone. This vindication of 
one's belief from someone of Dulat's stature is satisfying, Dulat, 
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when he was in Pune made it a point to visit Sarhad and spent 
some time with the Kahsmiri children. He lauded Sarhad for its 
exemplary work. Another of Sarhad’s belief that honesty pays 
stands also vindicated as people from not just the valley but 
Maharashtra as well, have come to appreciate the good work. The 
work is being noticed and appreciated. Prof Medha Somaiyya and 
Vijaya Rahatkar of the BJP sought Sarhad’s hand in their work in 
the valley. In a function, the then Home Minister of Maharashtra, 
late R. R. Patil publicly lauded Sarhad’s work and commended its 
stand not to accept government or foreign funding in any form. At 
a function to launch the Ambulance service in the valley coordinated 
by Sarhad, the Governor of J&K, N. N. Vohra publicly appreciated 
the organization. Such things only reaffirm one’s belief in one’s 
path. 

Contrary to the criticism ofa few, Sarhad has been working for 
and with the pandits. Notable Kashmiri pandits, writer, filmmaker 
Pran Kishor Kaul, music director Krishan Langoo and the 
aforementioned Dr. Amit Wanchoo and former general ofthe Indian 
Army, Lt. Gen. Moti Dar among many more are a testimony to this 
fact. 

I know they would not approve this but I would like to exercise 
my right as an author and write about the largely unassuming Sanjay 
and Sushama Nahar. I have seen how Sanjay and his wife Sushama 
take care of the children as if they are their own. While Sanjay 
handles the matters outside, like a father, Sushama is a mother to 
all the boys and girls. Talk to any Kashmiri boy or girl, they would 
say she is their mother. The girls who came to Sarhad at the age of 
three or four have now reached puberty and that has only increased 
her sense of responsibility, With help from Sayeeda Mir, a Kashmiri 
lady working as the girls? caretaker, Sushama Nahar tends to and 
protects every girl. In Punjab, people who know Sanjay say, he is 
our man and his name is Sanjay Singh. In Kashmir people who 
know Sanjay say, he is our Sanjaybhai. In the northeast, they say, 
he is our man. I do not know ifit’s providence that Sanjay Nahar is 
born on 15th August, India’s Independence Day! 

Sarhad has, over the period, developed a new site for its school 
in Gujarwadi, on the outskirts of Pune. Personally 
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overseen by Sanjay and Sushama Nahar, the new campus is 
developed on a hill top and it’s so beautiful, it gives a feel of being 
in Kashmir! The trees, natural slopes, the Surrounding nature... it’s 
breathtakingly beautiful. What Sarhad is doing is incredible in 
today’s context. This Sarhad story has the potential of changing 
one’s life. It certainly has changed mine. 

The English version of Kashmir Diary, rechristened as “Bonding 
with Kashmir - The Sarhad Story’ was published in February 2009 
and now this second edition is coming out but I Just cannot extricate 
myself from Sarhad and the Kashmiri children, and Sanjay Nahar 
for that matter. By now I can call them with correct names. I have 
bonded with them and with Kashmir through them. I still am! 


Prashant Talnikar 
15 August 2015 
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PROLOG U E- Second Edition 


Forget your squabbles and love each other 
Mix milk and sugar in sweet accord 
With Hindus at the helm, Muslims to row, 
This will our boat float smoothly ... 
- Ghulam Ahmad Mahjoor 


18 June 2015, Srinagar, 12 noon 


I came out of Syed Ali Geelani’s house in Rehmatabad, New 
Airport Road, Hyderpora. I was still thinking about what had 
transpired between us for the past sixty-plus minutes. I had sought 
to meet him and had succeeded in my effort against all odds. I am 
saying this because Geelani is under house arrest and to meet him 
you have to pass through checks and Scrutinies. The 
plainclothesmen outside Geelani sahab's house stopped us and 
confirmed with their superiors before allowing us to go in. 

I had gone there expecting to meet a tough, apprehensive and 
difficult man, who Supported terrorism in Kashmir but I was in for 
a surprise, for I met a soft spoken and exasperated person, who 
was as tender about his daughter, son and the grandchildren as any 
ordinary grandfather would be. I saw a child in him and even 
mentioned this to him. 

The violence in Kashmir has taken more than one lakh lives. 
Thousands of women are widowed and thousands of mothers have 
lost their children. Many soldiers, policemen, terrorists and 
common, innocent citizens have lost their lives. The chief among 
those who are held responsible for this bloodshed is Sayyad Ali 
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Geelani. When I went to Kashmir this time, I had decided to try to 
meet Sayyad Ali Geelani. I called up his son and conveyed to him 
my wish. “I want to inform him about Sarhad and its activities,” I 
said to him, “and I want to talk to him about his stance in general.” 
And IJ have come here entirely on my own, not at the instance of 
anyone else, I clarified to him. Some time ago, Sayyad Ali Geelani 
was reported to have said that organizations like Sarhad are trying 
to change the demography of the region. J wanted to meet him in 
this regard. 

Dr. Naseem arranged the meeting and informed me. Zahid 
Bhatt, a 20-years old boy from Badgam and a student of Sarhad for 
the past 10 years, was with me. He was petrified when I told him 
we were going to meet Sayyad Ali Geelani. “Sir, you would 
jeopardize my future,” he protested. I convinced him that nothing 
of the sort would happen and took him along. This is a common 
fear in the minds of Kashmiris and especially the new generation 
naturally wants to stay away from controversies whether related to 
people or organizations. 

We entered Geelani’s den at the appointed time. 

As a prelude to the discussion I informed Sayyad Ali Geelani 
about Sarhad, its work and its aims and objectives. I proceeded 
further being candid about my views and opinions, I started stance 
and opinions about everything from Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
to Gujarat riots and from Masarat Alam to the Army. 

Following text is the consolidated and not necessarily sequential 
account of the discussion. Also, since the discussion wasn’t 
recorded, some words may not have been exactly spoken the way 
they are written here but the gist has not been altered. 

“You agree that innocent Kashmiri blood is being spilt 
unnecessarily. How long would this continue?” I asked. 

“Tn India, Muslims are not cared for at all,” Geelani replied. 

“Your struggle is for Muslims, Kashmiris or Pakistan?” 

“For humanity,” he said calmly. 

“You always talk of referendum. It is a double-edged sword, so 
no politician would risk going that way, but if it were to happen 
that considering the current situation in Pakistan, majority of 
Kashmiris vote in India’s favor, what would be your stance? After 
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all, the face of ordinary Indians is a liberal face and Kashmir has 
been a part of all the changes this culture has experienced over 
hundreds and thousands of years.” 

“We will respect that.” 

“But what about the thousands of lives lost because of your 
current stance? Pakistan came into existence based on religion but 
with the creation of Bangla Desh, this two-nation theory fell flat. 
Whether based on religion or sheer practicality, carving out a 
separate, small state is simply not feasible. Secondly, you know 
what’s the situation in POK. On this backdrop and knowing the 
fact that Islam in India is primarily the fruit of conversion, isn’t the 
Muslim blood Indian as well? ‘Saath saal pahle to aap Hindusthani 
hi the na? (You were a citizen of undivided India 60 years ago, 
weren't you?) You may have some issues with the government or 
some authorities, but we are common people, Can’t we live together 
like brothers? Then why the struggle?” 

It was rather audacious on my part and the Kashmiri student 
with me almost choked on his breath. He was visibly scared. Would 
we go out alive? At the very best, would someone Just throw out of 
the house? He must be thinking. ‘We better leave now,’ he 
whispered in my ear. Nothing of the sort happened though. I was 
watching Geelani’s face. 

“Are you from Shiv Sena?” he suddenly asked. 

“No. But Late Balasaheb Thackeray has many followers in the 
country and in Maharashtra, so even though I did not agree with 
him on several issues I have a great respect for him. Just like you. 
I do not agree with your stance on many issues but I know you 
have many followers in the valley and I respect that as well. 
However, knowing that the violence in valley has ruined the life of 
ordinary Kashmiris, why do you not take a lead in putting an end 
to it? We work for Kashmiris in Pune. We have so many Kashmiri 
children studying there under our wings and we sce pain in their 
eyes. Why can’t you?” 

“I am told you raise our children like Hindus,” he threw a 
gauntlet. 

At this point Zahid summoned all his courage and spoke up. He 
informed the old man about how he and the other Muslim children 
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in Sarhad were free to follow the Islamic traditions, rituals, celebrate 
their festivals and observe their faith as they would at home. 

“The history of Kashmir is of rishis, munis and sufis,” I said, 
“Now with the threat ofa gun culture looming large on subcontinent 
can we allow it to proliferate here?” 

Geelani fell silent for a moment and then said, “We have never 
supported the gun culture. Whether perpetrated by the agencies or 
terrorists, we always condemn violence.” 

About the pandits he said, "They have every right to return to 
the valley. They are as much part of Kashmiri culture as the 
Kashmiri Muslims are and we are brothers." 

Thad gone to Kashmir fora couple of reasons this time. ‘Sakal’ 
a respected and important newspaper group from Maharashtra had 
purchased five ambulances from their relief fund collected for the 
flood victims in J&K and the group chairman Prataprao Pawar had 
entrusted the management of this operation to Sarhad. Dr. Amit 
Wanchoo, a social worker from Srinagar accepted the responsibility 
because when his grandfather Pt. Hridaynath Wanchoo was killed 
a few years ago, they could not get an ambulance in time for him. 
The Navalmal Firodiya Trust also donated one ambulance to 
another Kashmiri trust run by Mohd. Shafi Qureshi from Ompura, 
Badgam. Since Sarhad was the coordinator in both cases, we needed 
to work out the management of this ambulance service in the valley. 
That was one objective of my visit. 

The second objective was AAASH (Kashmiri word meaning 
Hope). AAASH is an initiative by Sarhad to help the widows, half- 
widows and needy women of Kashmir. Under this project Sarhad 
would get the traditional Kashmiri handicraft items made by these 
women and then sell throughout the county. The proceeds of this 
would go towards the welfare of these women. The owners and 
employees of Cooper Corporation Pvt. Ltd., a company from Satara 
near Pune had donated some amount. Sarhad used the funds to set 
up a centre for 50 women from the aforesaid category in the village 
Kunan Poshpora of Kupwara district. Eventually we aim to include 
500 women in this project Sarhad has also set up an outlet in its 
Own campus at Pune. 

When I visited the village I recalled a rather disconcerting 
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memory associated with it. A tragic incident had taken place in 
this village in 1991 with the allegation of women in this village 
being gang raped. On this background, in 1999 on the day of Rakhi 
Festival, the festival that celebrates the brother-sister love, we had 
presented a few sewing machines to some women. It was a simple 
gesture of humanity on an auspicious occasion because we saw in 
those women our sisters and mothers. However the feeling of 
outrage was still too strong. 

The memory triggered an array of thoughts in my mind. It was 
all right that we were doing our bit but really, is this enough? How 
long are the Kashmiris going to suffer like this? Are such efforts 
going to atone for the injustice meted out to these simple folks? 
Can’t we give them their self-respect back? To do that is our dream. 
My wife Sushama and every child studying at Sarhad share this 
dream. 


26 July 2015, Srinagar 


Today, I was again in Kashmir for the launch function of the 
ambulance service at the auspicious hands of H. E. Governor of 
J&KN. N. Vohra on 27th J uly. Shriram Pawar, Chied Editor, Sakal, 
social workers Dr. Satish Desai and Dr. Shailesh Gujar were with 
me, 

As a journalist, naturally, Shriram Pawar wished he could meet 
Geelani, so once again I set up an appointment with the veteran 
Hurriyat leader, 

"Have you come expecting to meet a hardcore ideologue, like 
last time?” Geelani sahab asked me in good humour, remembering 
my earlier remark. 

"You seem to be in a very good mood today; looks like your 
daughter is well and has come to Visit you," I said. 

"How do you know? " He looked surprised. 

"I saw children playing cricket in the courtyard and there is a 
general bon homie in the house," I replied. 

Geelani sahab looked pleased and happy. 

"Well, I am:a hardcore person when it comes to truth. My 

religion believes in humanity but it also preaches to stand up against 
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injustice. If I am a hardcore person, it is because I am convinced I 
am fighting against injustice." 

"We know that you are important if the Kashmir issue is to be 
resolved," Shriram Pawar said. 

"Of course!" 

"But isn't it high time that a solution is found?" I asked. 

"That is precisely what we are saying," Geelani sahab said. "We 
are saying let the Kashmiris decide what they want." 

"No government would take the risk of plebiscite as it is a 
double-edged sword, like I said last time," I said, "In that case how 
do we know what the Kashmiris want? Besides, 70% Kashmiris 
are pro-India anyway. At least that's what is believed in India" 

"Plebiscite is not the only way. Things can be sorted out on 
discussion table as well." 

"But India and Pakistan are already discussing the matter. What 
if they agree on some solution between them?" Shriram Pawar said. 

"They are big powers, so let them discuss but it must be 
remembered that what the Kashmiris want cannot be discounted." 

"But what do you want?" 

"The powers that be know what we want!" he quipped. 

The discussions continued in this way for some time during 
which Geelani came across as a convivial person. In the end as we 
rose to leave he said, 

"Give my message to the Indian people that we are not against 
India. Tomorrow if the Kashmiris decide to go with India, we would 
respect it but if they decide otherwise, you have to respect it. Either 
way, we want respect." 


27 July 2015, Srinagar 


The function to launch Ambulance service was spectacular. 

H. E. Governor Shri N. N. Vohra lauded Sarhad's work by 
saying, among other things, "I have been seeing Sarhad for the 
past few years. I have even been to Pune once. What they are doing 
for the children in this State where I'm Governor, is courageous 
and exemplary..." 3 ; 

After the function, we went to meet separatist leader Yasin 
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Malik. Yasin is known to Sarhad since our early days in Kashmir 
and so is another separatist leader Shabir Shah. Further on in the 
book there are references of the meetings and discussions with 
them. Presently however, we decided to meet Yasin at his home. 

Among several other topics, we talked about the current situation 
in India and Kashmir. 

"You people have a problem," Yasin said during the corse of 
the discussion. "Take the case of Anna Hazare. His movement had 
created a lot of hope, a kind of romanticism in the minds of the 
youth. What happened? Nothing much came out of it... The current 
Modi government is a puppet of the capitalists... Let me tell you, 
there is a big danger of ISIS that is facing India and that's not good. 
Any such phase of militancy anywhere in the country takes that 
country back by 30 years." 

"Then why don't you come forward and say this?" we asked. 

"I did, but your media!" Yasin said vehemently. "Recently, in 
one of my public speeches I spoke against ISIS for forty five minutes 
but have you seen or heard it anywhere? No. What was promptly 
reported, and at length, repeatedly at that, was a couple of boys 
waving the ISIS flag! What does this mean? What message are 
you giving to the young people?" 

When the topic of enormous suffering of the Kashmiris came 
up, the mention of PAPA II, the most dreaded interrogation centre 
can hardly be avoided. We saw in Yasin's eyes a flash of pain at 
the mention of PAPA II. 

"I have been there," he said. "Today of course, there are 
ministerial bungalows in that place but] am told they found human 
bones there. God knows how many Kashmiris perished in that place 
without any trace." 

Last week, Prime Minister Narendra Modi signed an accord 
with various Naga groups in a welcome move. The news made me 
think why can't this happen in Kashmir? What's the harm in talking 
to Hurriyat or anyone who wants to talk to us about Kashmir? 

Through our Kashmiri children we have started a mission to 
awaken the youth of the country to this thought. Jogindersingh 
from Jammu, Stanzin Dorje from Leh - Kargil and Zahid Bhat as 

well as Ashiq Khan from Kashmir valley go out with the message 
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of peace and brotherhood. We received excellent response from 
the media as well as the youths themselves all over the country. 
Many misconceptions are cleared with such dialogues, we have 
learnt. These boys and many others including girls, are Hindu, 
Buddhist and Muslim, representing the diverse culture of Kashmir 
but stay together in Sarhad. Now they are Joined by 25 Bodo and 
Manipuri children. The Bodo children are from Kokrajar district 
of the Bodoland Territory Council (BTC) in Assam. Four years 
ago, their homes were burnt down and since then, they had been 
living in a relief camp. Our hearts were filled with a fecling of 
melancholy when we learned that they had seen a railway for the 
first time and the ice cream we had offered them at the school was 
the first in their life. The children know no language except their 
Bodo mother tongue. Now the Kashmiri children in Sarhad are 
teaching them basic Hindi and English to help them communicate 
with others. To see Kashmiri Muslim and Buddhist children treat 
the young Bodo children from Northeast like their younger siblings, 
in Maharashtra, is quite touching. What is the fault of these 
children? Why do they have to suffer because of the hatred and 
violence elders nurse? When would this end? 

Sarhad over the period is no more a mere NGO. It has virtually 
become a movement, which has inspired many young people to 
carry on its activities, even independently in some cases. About 
my bonding with Kashmir, I can only quote a couplet from a ghazal 
by Kashmiri poet Ghulam Ahmad Mahjoor - 


In my sleep you bade me 

Come and serve you, 

I trod hill and dale to reach you 
Thus I spent countless nights 


Sanjay Nahar 
15 August 2015 


e 
~ 
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1 May 2009 - Pune 


Itni shakti hamen dena data, 
Man ka vishwas kamjor ho na, 
Hum chale nek raste pe hamse, 
Bhoolkar bhi koi bhool ho na... 


(O Lord, give us the strength, 
that our belief doesn’t waver, 
May we take the path of good deeds, 
and do not err, even by mistake) 


Young children of the Sarhad School are singing their daily 
prayer. As I see the innocent faces of the boys and girls, from 
Kashmir and from Pune, I get a feeling of choking in my throat. 

I looked around. I saw the Sarhad School building, I saw Sarhad 
Lal Ded Girls’ Hostel and I saw the Sarhad College campus. 

Exactly 19 years ago to the date, the thought of going to Kashmir 
and starting work in the strife-torn state had come to my mind. 
Kashmir in those days was engulfed in the dark night of violence 
and unrest. 

Today it’s the beginning of 20* year since the day and so much 
has transpired in these 19 years. So many things, good and bad, 
encouraging and discouraging, satisfying and frustrating have 
happened. Nonetheless, our dreams are taking shape. 

But have we really achieved anything at all in all these years? 
Is there at least one Kashmiri, for whom Sarhad has made a 
difference? After 19 long years of endless activities, does Sarhad 
form even a small dot on the socio-psychological map of Kashmir? 

Frankly, I do not know. Perhaps it does, perhaps not! 

What is more important is that our Job is far from over. What is 

more important is that the flame is still burning bright in our hearts, 
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the obsession is still very much there.. -renewed, if anything, with 
greater resolve... 


Bair ho na kisika kisi se, 
Bhavana man mein badale ki ho na... 


The children had reached a poignant stanza of the lyric, let there 
be no animosity among people, nor there be, vengeful thoughts in 
their minds... 

I saluted the poet/lyricist in my mind. 


Looking at the young Kashmiri children praying for humanity 
with their eyes closed, I too closed mine........ 


2, 
` 
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1 May 1990 


Bonding with Kashmir : The beginning 


After the trouble in Punjab was nearly over, senior IPS officer 
S. S. Virk, who had seen us work in Punjab and is one of our 
advisors for a long time now, once remarked, “The militancy is 
now going to rear its ugly head in Kashmir and that is where you 
should be. You are needed in Kashmir now.” 

Virk is a very popular police officer in Punjab. He has survived 
three attempts on his life and yet, the number of extremists he 
brought back into the mainstream despite being a police officer, is 
unmatched by any other person in any capacity. That shows the 
strong belief he has in the humanitarian ways to tackle militancy 
and militants. His suggestion to start working in Kashmir was too 
valuable to ignore. 


Today is 1* May, observed as the Maharashtra Day, to 
commemorate the day when the state came into existence in 1960. 
The state of Maharashtra has always been at the forefront during 
any national crisis. Ever since Virk suggested that we ought to be 
in Kashmir, our minds were working overtime, trying to figure out 
exactly where we should make a beginning in Kashmir. Finally, 
taking inspiration from the sacrifice of Dattatray Gaikwad, we 
decided to build up a strong humanitarian movement in Kashmir. 

While we were in the process of arriving at this decision, we 
were in Jallandhar, Punjab for a meet on counter terrorism. 
Padmabhushan Jeevansingh Umranangal, a very senior and elderly 
Akali leader, who was also the President of the Shiromani 
Gurudwara Prabandhak Committee (SGPC), the highest of the Sikh 

religious bodies, had invited us. The meet was chaired by the then 
state chief of the Congress Party, Sardar Beant Singh, who later 
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became the Chief Minister of Punjab. 

Later in the day, we decided to leave for Kashmir Straightaway . 
to have a feel of the situation there and then chart our future course 
of action. 


3 May 1990 


The month of May in Maharashtra is usually the hottest of the 
year, but in Punjab the summer is even hotter, Fortunately, this 
year the summer is yet to begin. 

The idea of going to Kashmir in such weather was pleasant in 
itself. Normally Kashmir is a paradise for the holidaying tourists, 
but in the last few years, it had been gradually gripped by unrest 
and violence. The situation at the moment is quite grave. But then 
we had made our decision to go there. With the experience of 
working in Punjab behind us, we know how to survive in a 
militancy-stricken area, so there is relatively less stress on our 
minds. We met Vijay Kumar Chopda, the Editor of Punjab Kesari 
newspaper, in Jallandhar. When we revealed to him our plans to 
go to Kashmir, we saw his face growing tense. 

“The situation in Kashmir is quite different from that in Punjab,” 
he said grimly. “The religious equations are entirely different in 
both the places. The interfaith marriages between the Sikhs and 
Hindus are not uncommon and otherwise also, the two communities 
are quite close. But in Kashmir, while Jammu has a majority of 
Hindus, the Kashmir Valley is a Muslim-majority region. The real 
issue is in the Valley.” 

“Are the Kashmiris who stood by India during the wars of 1948, 
1965 and 1972, against her now?” we asked him. “If that’s so, we 
would like to meet the people there and study the situation and 
also try to feel the nerves of the general public in Kashmir. We 
want to find out how we can work to win over the common man.” 

After educating us with several facts about Kashmir and the 
prevailing conditions there, he finally said, “All right! Do one thing 
while you are here. There is a Kashmiri journalist here. His name 
is Pandit Vinod Bharati. He is displaced from his hometown and is 
an immigrant himself. He is not in town today, but he will return in 
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a couple of days. Meet him; he will guide you properly about the 
precautions that you need to take while in Kashmir. é 

Vijay Kumar is like a father figure to us. He always talks with 
us like we are his children: In the present context, while he was all 
for such efforts in Kashmir, he was more worried about our safety. 

The Punjab Kesari is the one of the leading Hindi newspapers 
in India and its sister publication, Hind Samachar, which is an Urdu 
daily, is one of the top-selling newspapers in the whole of Asia. 
This Urdu daily has a large circulation even in Kashmir. The group 
has paid a huge price for taking a firm stance against militancy in 
Punjab. Lala Jagatnarayan, the patriarch of the family, 
Rameshchandra, his son, and 63 colleagues working in the group 
have been killed by the militants 


7 May 1990 


We met Pandit Vinod Bharati today. A very humble man, with 
the deepest love for Kashmir. 

“Kashmir is the land of rishis and munis (sages). It is the home 
of saints and the Sufis,” Panditji said. 

“Indeed,” he continued fondly, “the name Kashmir itself has 
come from the great ancient Rishi Kashyap. Kashmir finds a 
mention even in Mahabharata, with the name Kashmir Mandal,” 
he informed us. “And not just that, ancient Indian Scriptures like 
the Brihadsamhita, Neelampurana and Rajtarangini contain a lot 
of information about Kashmir. 

“You are going to Kashmir at a time, when the fundamentalist 
organizations are having a field day. The original Kashmiri tradition 
is one ofmehman nawazi (treating their guests with utmost respect), 
but Pakistan has, through conscious efforts, created an anti-India 
Sentiment in the minds of the local people while we Indians only 
looked at Kashmir as a beautiful tourist place. We never took 
interest in the issues that the locals grappled with. When you go 
there, make it a point to visit the Hazratbal and Charar-e-Sharif, 

the Sufi shrines,” Panditji instructed us and offered a very valuable 
guidance in several other matters. We decided to visit Kashmir as 
ordinary tourists and started packing our bags. 
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11 May 1990 


Kashmir. The paradise on earth. Anyone who has heard about 
the place, about the nature’s grand self-expression there, dreams 
of visiting Kashmir at least once in his lifetime. In the words of the 
famous English explorer Sir Richard Burton, 

“All the beautiful places in the world put together, cannot light 
a candle to Kashmir.” 

Truer words were never spoken about Kashmir... 

But today, when you open a day’s newspaper in the morning, 
you see headlines screaming, ‘Firing in Srinagar - 10 killed,’ or 
‘Government offices burnt by the mob,’ or, ‘So and so VIP is 
abducted,’ or some such rattling news. 

Why have the things come to such pass? How’s the public life 
in Kashmir today? Do the people there support the militants because 
they identify with them or simply because they are at the gunpoint? 
What do they think about the government, the military and the 
people of other states? With all these and more questions on our 
minds and hoping to find the answers, we set out for Kashmir on 
this day. 

You need to come to Jammu before you can enter Kashmir, so 
from Jallandhar we came to Jammu. On reaching, we casually 
visited the offices of various political parties and semi-political 
organizations like National Conference, Akhil Bhartiya Vidyarthi 
Parishad (ABVP), Panthers’ Party and Congress (I) etc. At each of 
these places, we informed them that we are going to Kashmir 
tomorrow and asked them, whether they can give us some references 
and contacts there? To our utter discomfort, at most of these places, 
the reply was non-verbal, given only through the facial expressions. 
Sneer was the sole expression on those faces. Those who did talk 
made it clear to us that for all practical purposes, not only we would 
never come back alive, but our families won’t ever find even our 
bodies to perform the last rites! ‘It doesn’t matter what your 
ideology and your motive behind coming to Kashmiris,’ they said. 
‘If you are a Hindu, you are simply murdered.’Almost all people 
we met while in Jammu advised us that this is not the time for 
civilians like us to go to Kashmir. They unanimously felt that it’s 
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better to let the army handle the situation and that we can come 
back later, when the atmosphere is less hostile. i 

I was not alone on this trip; I was just married, so my wife 
Sushama was with me and a colleague of mine was accompanying 
us. After I listened to the people in Jammu, honestly I got worried 
about their safety. Whatever one’s resolve, there seemed no point 
in leaping into the jaws of danger and putting others’ lives in danger 
too. I decided that we should return to Pune. Accordingly we packed 
our bags again. We decided that we will stay over tonight and leave 
Jammu for Pune tomorrow. I was dreaming about the beautiful 
landscapes of Kashmir the whole night, but they were distant now... 


12 May 1990 


We left the Ranveer Yatri Bhavan, our abode in Jammu, at 7a.m. 
A few paces from the lodge was a bus-stand on the Jammu-Srinagar 
highway. There were several buses parked at the roadside and the 
bus-drivers and cleaners were shouting ‘Srinagar, Srinagar’ to 
attract passengers. Sushama waved to one of them and then turned 
and told me we are going to Srinagar. We had set out for Pune but 
then she decided that we will go to Kashmir anyway. If you are 
going to die, the death will catch you wherever you are and it can 
come in whichever disguise. That’s the destiny’s way! In this case 
however, if we were indeed going to die in Kashmir, we agreed 
that it won’t be in vain. We left for Kashmir and paid the driver 
more money than he had asked for. Normally you wouldn’t be able 
to get a seat on these buses to Srinagar, even if you are willing to 
pay much more than we did today. But those times are a history 
now. 

We had a look at our fellow-passengers on the bus and found 
that all of them were Kashmiris. We looked at each other. To be 
honest, the thought that it’s not too late, we can still get down and 
return to Maharashtra was lurking in our minds, but then precisely 
at that moment, two Sikhs boarded the bus. Our sinking resolve 
found the proverbial straw to clutch on to. 

We were conversing with each other in Marathi. After a while, 
the man occupying the seat on our left turned towards us and 
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remarked, 

“So you are not Kashmiris, are you?” 

“No, we are tourists,” we replied in Hindi. 

“Are you Hindus?” he queried again. 

His wife in the meanwhile noticed the bindi on Sushama’s 
forehead and said, “Remove that and get down on the next stop. 
Then return to wherever you have come from.” 

“May we know who you are?” I asked. 

“We are Kashmiri Pandits. We left our home in Kashmir and 
ran away to Jammu. We are now going there just to see the condition 
of our house and the beautiful garden we had cultivated and 
especially our pet dog, which we had to leave behind then. We are 
praying that the poor dog is alive still. The atmosphere is a bit 
calm these days, so we thought while this is so, let’s go back and 
stay over for a couple of days. If things change again, we will 
return to Jammu quickly though. In those days, when we had left 
Kashmir we had had a terrible time and had somehow managed to 
save our lives.” 

The pain and sorrow of having lost everything was still fresh 
on their minds and faces. It also brought to my mind a thought, that 
these people are so attached to their garden, to their inanimate house 
and to even a pet! Wouldn’t they be missing the humans? Their 
neighbours, their friends and acquaintances ... even if they happen 
to belong to a different community? 


Around 2 p.m., the bus stopped for lunch. We had our lunch in 
the roadside eatery and stood outside. We had only reached half- 
way to Srinagar yet, but the nature’s bounty was already visible all 
around us. The landscape was breathtaking! The hills all around 
were covered with snow and small streams gushing down the hills 
were punctuating the adjoining hills. God must be a great artist to 
have created this landscape. The milky white snow in the distance 
was having a cool, soothing effect on our tired minds even from 
that distance. Back in Jammu, which we had left only some time 
ago, it was a scorching summer, so the cool breeze was very, very 
pleasant to feel on the body, and the feeling soon engulfed our 
minds.The bus resumed its journey. The oaks, deodars and the 
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chinars along the road announced that we were coming closer to 
Srinagar. There were hardly any private vehicles on the road; there 
was a constant traffic of the CRPF (Central Reserved Police Force) 
vehicles. Around 5.30 in the evening, the bus stopped again for the 
afternoon tea. 

We decide to chat up with the hotel owner. 

“What is there to say? Some time ago, we had about 300 buses 
plying on this road everyday, so the business was brisk. The number 
has come down to three or four a day now,” the owner responded 
when we struck a conversation with him by asking about his 
business. “We are lucky if we get Rs. 200-250 in a day now.” 

“Who do you think is responsible for this?” I asked him. 

“We do not know who is behind all this, but whatever is 
happening, is really bad. Only Allah can pull us out of this rut,” 
the old man, chacha, said cautiously and dejectedly. 

Feeling really sad about the despondency and frustration in his 
voice, we boarded our bus again, for the remaining part of our 
journey. 

We were moving closer to Srinagar. Along the road we saw 
several graffiti banners saying, ‘Indian dogs go back,” ‘Our goal is 
complete independence,’ etc. Further ahead, there were banners 
and posters with the names of a clutch of organizations and in 
between, were slogans suffixed with the words zindabad or 
murdabad, meaning ‘Long live’ and ‘Down with’ respectively. 

At one place, the mile stone with the words “Srinagar 20 Km’ 
was manually corrected as ‘Muzaffarabad 20 Km’. 

The evening had grown darker now and at one of the stops, the 
Hindu Pandit couple on our left, got down. The two Sikh youth, in 
whom we had found the courage to continue our journey, were not 
to be seen either. We started getting anxious. In Srinagar, we got 
down in front of the head office of the J&K Tourism Development 
Corporation. There was a police post in front of it, with a signboard 
saying “May I Help You?’ But as it were, they didn’t bother to 
even reply to our questions. 

Finally, we lodged ourselves in one of the houseboats in the 
Dal Lake. The houseboat was named “Shahi Jahan’. The owner 
was one Jaan Mohammad. After we had our dinner, we started 
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chatting with the family, but their tears, rather than the words 
opened the conversation. Jaan’s mother, a good looking and very 
fair-complexioned woman of about 60, said, 

“You are sent by Allah, I am sure! You are the second tourist 
we arc seeing in the last three months. The first one was a Bengali 
family. Summer actually means our peak season. Whatever we earn 
in these 2-3 months, we subsist on that for the rest of the year. We 
were hoping that at least this year we will have a good season, but 
then there is a constant curfew here. We cannot even get any labour- 
work outside. Being Muslim, we cannot abandon this place like 
the Hindu Pandits.” Tears were rolling down her cheeks. 

“Do you know anything about the incidents of firing and 
militancy here? Do you know who these people are?” I asked. 

“All this is the game of the moneyed people. Those traders, 
whose families won’t go hungry even if there is no business for a 
long time, are behind this. It is the poor Kashmiris like us who are 
really suffering,” she said animatedly. 


13 May 1990 


We came out of the houseboat and strolled around today. The 
CRPF and BSF (Border Security Force) jawans were patrolling 
with loaded guns in hand. They too are humans and would want to 
live longer, but for the safety and security of the nation, they have 
to do their duty in the face of death. 

At about 9 a.m., I saw a fleet of seven-eight buses, each being 
guarded by the CRPF jawans and the entire fleet being protected 
by the Security Forces vehicles in the front and at the rear. I asked 
a fellow bystander about these heavily guarded people. He revealed 
that they were the government employees, going to work in the 
Secretariat. Despite such elaborate security arrangement, hardly 
50% employees report for duty everyday. These people stay in 
official quarters and have all the security in the world, yet they 
fear about their life. If this is the condition of protected government 
employees, one shudders to think about what the ordinary people 
must be going through, each day. 

S. S. Virk had sent a message to his counterpart in Kashmir and 
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had arranged for our security. But we were keen to understand the 
pain of those, who had no such luxury. The main industry in 
Kashmir is tourism and allied to that, are the small cottage industries 
of handicraft like rugs, woodcraft, furniture, woollen shawls, 
artwork fabrics, embroidery etc. Selling the local farm produce of 
apples, almonds and walnuts is also an important trade activity for 
the Kashmiris. 

Today we met the cab drivers, photographers and sellers of photo 
albums, saffron sellers and houseboat owners, the handicraftsmen, 
small hotel owners etc. Each had the same refrain, ‘our business is 
finished!’ They are finding the life harder to live. As if the 
unemployment wasn’t enough, they now have to suffer because of 
the constant state of curfews and bans, which has made the day-to- 
day life very difficult. To make the matters worse, there is a severe 
shortage of power. On one hand they have to cope with the excesses 
of the police and the CRPF, while on the other there are the jehadis. 

Everybody wanted peace to return, but the question was who 
will make it happen? And how? Those who probably can were 
definitely not willing to listen to the common man. So we decided 
that we will delve further into this. 


14 May 1990 


In the morning, I, along with Sushama and my colleague, moved 
around as tourists and mingled with some local youths and started 
a casual discussion. Sure, the people were not quite forthcoming 
in talking to strangers like us and it took us some trying, to persuade 
some of them to talk. One of them was Siraj. È 

“The government earns money because of our efforts, yet it 
ignores us. There is a huge unemployment here. So many schemes 
are initiated for the development of Kashmir, but the money that 
the Central Government allocates and sends, is pocketed by the 
politicians and government officials. It doesn’t reach the people, 
for whom it is meant. 

“Even the tourism is a problem. Sure, the tourists are a major 

source of employment for us, but that also is a cultural problem for 
us. They all come here to enjoy and have fun in every respect. 
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Their outlook towards the Kashmiri women is not good. The 
Kashmiri culture is threatened because of their unbecoming 
behaviour. And then, the art and craft that is sold here, is mostly 
made in Jammu and other areas, so the real gain is of the traders 
and middlemen, the Kashmiris do not profit from this trade much.” 

Siraj’s outburst only articulated the pain of the Kashmiri youth 
and in that sense, was representative. 

We met another young man, Nasir, in the Lal Chowk. He said, 

“The Central Government is deliberately ignoring Kashmir 
because this is a Muslim majority area. The ruling party leaders 
have never really cared for the people here.” 

“Who is responsible for this? Don’t you think it’s the handiwork 
of the enemy countries?” we asked him. 

“That’s right,” he said in response. “But we never loved any 
country other than India, you see. It is because India gave us a 
secondary treatment that her enemies are profiting. The elections 
here are never free and fair. The unemployment is extremely high 
and yet there are no conscious efforts in promoting businesses. 
Emotionally, we do not feel close to India any more. The local 
youths never get any important positions; even the Chancellor for 
the Kashmir University is an ‘imported’ Muslim from Aligarh. 
The native Kashmiris are like unwanted specie.” 

About his claim that the CRPF and BSF treating the young men 
disdainfully, we asked him the reason according to him. He couldn’t 
answer. We found the youths in Srinagar angry, agitated and 
carrying a feeling that ‘freedom’ was now closer than ever. Those 
who laid their lives for ‘Azad Kashmir’ were looked upon as 
martyrs. They felt that they can create a nation like Switzerland in 
Alps. 

The signs were ominous. Obviously, it was impossible to remove 
the feeling by talking to a handful of people. We were extremely 
upset. Our sensitive minds felt numbed. We wanted to explain them 
that only tourism is not enough to run a country, but today wasn’t 
the time to do this... 
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15 May 1990 


After three days in Srinagar, the CRPF finally caught up with 
us. 

“The situation here is too delicate for you to move around as 
tourists,” Raman, an officer of the 48" Battalion told us. 

Then he took us to his battalion’s headquarters. There we met 
Ghulam Bakshi, a Kashmiri writer. He described the situation in 
Kashmir aptly. pe 

“Once,” he said, “Emperor Jehangir had come to Kashmir in 
the summer and when he saw the abundance of the nature’s divine 
beauty here, he remarked, 


“Agar firdaus varru-e-zaminast, 
Hameenast, Hameenast, Hameenast’ 


(If there is a heaven on this earth, it’s here, it’s here, it’s here!) 


But today, if Jehangir was to somehow return here, I am sure he 
will say, ‘If there is a hell on this earth, it’s here, it’s here, it’s 
here!’ 

“There was never a Hindu-Muslim issue here in Kashmir,” 
Ghulam Bakshi said, “rather the Kashmiri Muslim would any day 
prefer to stay with the local Kashmiri Pandits, than join the Pakistani 
Punjabi Muslims purely on the basis of religion. Pakistan has no 
love for Kashmir and we too get to lear about the condition of the 
people in Pakistan; they are none too happy at all! But then the 
Central government should handle Kashmir with care, that’s 
certain...” 

Ghulam Bakshi had a lot to share and wanted to continue the 
conversation, but then we were short on time, so we got up. 

Then we decided to visit the rural areas of Kashmir and speak 
to the farmers. During this trip however, we had two CRPF Jeeps, 
one in front and one behind our vehicle, and eight armed CRPF 

Jawans accompanied us. Most shops in the village had large 
photographs of Khomeini, the Iranian religious leader, but that was 
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probably, purely for religious reason. There was a noticeable tension 
in the air all around. We stopped at a farm and started a dialogue 
with the farmers. Again, after some effort on our part, one by one, 
they poured their hearts full of suffering and pain. 

“Farming is not a major occupation in this part of the world. 
With snow and wet conditions for most of the year, growing 
anything is difficult,” they said. “However, we do manage to grow 
vegetables and rice to some extent on the slopes, but that doesn’t 
amount to much. The main output here is that of apples, walnuts 
and almonds. The maximum supply of vegetables and 
grains is from Punjab.” 

The farmers seemed to have hardly any interest in the 
secessionist movement in the urban areas. They were chiefly 
concerned about their livelihood, more than anything else. 

We met many such ordinary Kashmiri people throughout the 
day in various places and in the evening, returned to the CRPF 
camp. We saw about 15-20 young men and a couple of elderly 
people in the camp. They were brought here by the CRPF after 
blindfolding them. 

“Who are these people?” I asked the officers in the camp. 

“They are suspected militants,” officer Sharma replied. “The 
CRPF was fired upon from their houses. We always take care about 
blindfolding them when we bring them to our camps. These people 
are known to note the locations and also the officers concerned 
and later on provide this vital information to the militant 
organizations,” he added. 

After a lot of thrashing at the hands of the CRPF, one of the 
detainees started talking. 

“We were told that the CRPF are brutalizing the Muslims in 
Srinagar, that they are raping our mothers and sisters. Then some 
people came to town and showed us video cassettes where some of 
the people had their facial hair pulled out. Some of the people 
shown in the cassettes had very bad welts all over their bodies and 
there were a lot of corpses all around. The CRPF jawans, we were 
told, are doing all sorts of things once they enter the house under 
the pretext of enquiry and violating the modesty of the women in 
the house. So I opened the fire on them.” 
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Nobody knew what was actually happening and when the 
rumour mills work overtime, the truth, as always, is the first 
casualty. Some people were obviously trying to heat up the 
atmosphere in the entire valley through rumours and propaganda, 
and unfortunately indeed, getting away with it. 

Then I asked the jawans who were accompanying me, “Everyone 
accuses you of misdeeds, do you think your people are really 
involved?” 

“An odd case somewhere, some time may have happened,” on 
learning that we too are from Maharashtra, his home state, 
Constable Dattoba Pawar, hailing from Satara opened up. “But 
what these people are saying is certainly not all truth. You see, I 
am working here away from my family for the past 17 months, 
without even a single day’s leave. I am working here almost round 
the clock, there is a constant danger to my life; I could be killed by 
a bomb or a rampant mob or a stray bullet. Think about the 
policeman in the mainland, who has much less workload. And he 
even gets to go home and see his family whenever he wants. In 
such a situation, when you are doing your duty, if you are denied 
even a glass of water to drink, tell me wouldn’t you lose your sense 
of balance? 

“When we came here from Punjab four months ago,” Dattoba 
continued, “No shopkeeper was ready to sell us anything. Even 

when we were ready to pay, they refused, saying there is no stock! 
Right before our eyes they would blatantly play incendiary video 
cassettes in the mosques. Mobs of anywhere between 200 - 400 
youths would gather and shout, ‘Indian dogs, go away!’ and hurl 
other abuses at us, but we have to keep quiet and bear it all, simply 
because we do not have orders to do otherwise. 

“Tell me, do you see any fear about the CRPF at all in all this? 
Then, if we vent our ire when we get the Opportunity, can you 
really blame us? Whenever we got orders to tackle the situations 
in our own way, some innocents may have suffered at our hands, 

but then we had no time to think or any other option to resort to in 
those moments. When someone shouts ‘Pakistan Zindabad’ (Long 
live Pakistan!) in our faces, our blood is bound to boil.” 
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Dattoba was quite agitated. When we decided to leave from 
there, he was on the verge of tears. We couldn’t but think about the 
lot of these jawans. They faced all sorts of dangers and put up with 
all sorts of hardships, only to be discredited in the end! 

It brought to us the sheer illogic of the situation. Who was 
responsible for the present situation in Kashmir? Who was left to 
tackle it? And who was paying the price of that? 

From the camp, we went straight to a particular shopkeeper 
in Srinagar (who the CRPF had confessed they had roughed up, 
when they were talking to us). We asked him about his refusal to 
sell goods to the jawans. 

“It’s true,” he admitted after we assured him we weren’t 
government agents. “What can I do? The jchadi people come and 
threaten us against selling anything to the jawans. They would kill 
us if we disobey them, they say. This is a no-win situation really. 
We are doomed if we do and doomed if we don’t!” he lamented. 

“I therefore, have decided to close my shop and go to Pakistan. 
Iam told they have opened camps for the Kashmiri refugees. I will 
be happy to get even two meals a day in one of these camps,” he 
concluded. 

“But why Pakistan?” I asked him. 

“Where else? The Pandits have gone to India. If we follow them, 
they will kill us. So it’s better that I go to Pakistan, to Azad 
Kashmir.” 

His issue wasn’t really about India or Pakistan; it was about 
survival, so I asked him, “How many Muslims do you think have 
moved out to Pakistan?” 

“More than 6,000.” He replied. 


Three days had passed, since we came to Srinagar. While our 
brains were still muddled with the complexity of the situation in 
Kashmir, somewhere some things were unravelling. We now 
wished to do just one thing during this visit and that was, to talk to 
a militant. But how? 

That night they arranged for us to stay in the Officers’ Mess of 
the 24" Battalion of the CRPF. 
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In the morning next day, the curfew had been relaxed, so I went 
for a stroll around. The post office in the area was closed and as 
the ice cream vendor nearby informed me; it hadn’t opened in the 
last four months! 

The Officers’ Mess, where we stayed last night, was about 2 
Km further ahead from the Lal Chowk. We were standing outside 
the Mess, when we saw some people coming out of their houses 
opposite the Mess. We went to them and tried to converse with 
them. Their initial reaction to our initiative was one of scorn. When 
we assured them about our intention and goaded them to speak 
however, they hesitantly started to talk. 

“We used to stay in Lal Chowk. The agitations, processions 
and disturbances were a usual sight for us and one day, the CRPF 
came. It must have been about 2 a.m. Suddenly some fifty jawans 
came to our house and without saying a word started throwing the 
things about house. When we tried to reason with them, they simply 
beat us. 

“We do not even have any young son in fact, but they kept on 
beating us and were constantly asking us if we want to go to 
Pakistan. They were speaking in Hindi and since I work as a tourist 
guide, I understand the language well. I could understand even 
what they were discussing among themselves.” An old man said. 
“Now you tell me, who is going to resist these Azad Kashmir 
activists? Certainly not ordinary people like us! They do their things 
with the gun in their hands. If you oppose them, they will simply 
shoot you dead. 

“A family staying next to our house were really unfortunate. A 
militant named Shakeel Mohammad had visited their house. We 
are all Muslim families, but this Shakeel loved this neighbour’s 
daughter and he had come to take her with him forcibly. It was 
only by the grace of Allah, that the girl was saved the ordeal. 

“But then, the CRPF people came in after Shakeel left and took 
the family away on suspicion, thrashing brutally all of them along 
the way.” 

There were several such tales of the innocent families being the 
preys of either militants or the security forces, for no fault of theirs. 

The jehad, that the Muslim extremist organizations have declared, 
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is destroying not just Hindu families, but even the very Muslim 
families they are claiming to save from the ‘Indian atrocities’, They 
can only increase their membership through such destruction. For 
anything that happens in such times, it is conveniently the 
government’s fault. Every unsavoury incident is attributed to the 
military or the CRPF. The few people, who resist, are silenced by 
the terror of the gun. This, in short, is what is happening in Kashmir 

Such an atmosphere is a boon for small time crooks, robbers 
and thieves. Even they, if the CRPF so much as even check on 
them, go around the town crying ‘torture’ and thus, strengthen the 

jehadi propaganda. 

This in fact is the game plan of the enemy countries and some 
terrorist outfits, in order to make even the normal governance 
impossible, let alone attempts to restore peace in the valley. 

Saddened by the scheme of things, we returned to the Officers’ 
Mess with a heavy heart. 


16 May 1990 


It was around 10 a.m. and we saw four youths strolling around 
in the CRPF Mess garden. They were discussing among themselves 
and the topic of their discussion, at least from the distance, seemed 
to be something serious. They somehow looked suspicious although 
they were handsome young men with neatly carved Kashmiri style 
beards. They were wearing jeans and modern outfits, but they 
looked every bit Kashmiris. One of them was looking really 
fearsome with a completely bald pate, blood-shot eyes, sharp, 
pointed nose and the facial expressions of someone who has just 
murdered three-four people and come straight over. We were 
terrified. 

We asked about the youths to a jawan standing nearby. 

“I don’t know, they have come in the morning today and the 
D.I.G. (Deputy Inspector General) has instructed us to look after 
them properly,” he replied. 

What could this be? Why must these people have come here? 
We couldn’t think of anything, so we decided to find out. Then we 
went near them and casually ‘came across’ them in the garden a 
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couple of times and introduced ourselves. Finally, taking care that 
our enquiry was casual enough, we asked them, 

“Bhaisahab (brother), where are you from?” 

The fierce looking among them said, “We have come from 
Delhi.” 

“Is it some government duty?” 
“Yes, we are from the CBI.” 

We wanted to believe them, but were not too sure. 

After about an hour, I went to their room and chatted with them 
about some general things and also asked them their names. They 
told their names as Chandrakant, Mohan, and Suresh etc. I then 
asked the fellow who they said was Chandrakant his name again 
and took care that the others didn’t get to hear our talk. To my 
Surprise, he said his name is Mohan. Now I was sure there is 
something fishy about these people. But then, who are these people? 
And how come they have lodged themselves in the CRPF Of ficers’ 
Mess? 

In the evening, again | perched myself in their room. 

“How beautiful is this paradise on earth, Kashmir, isn’t it? But 
something has gone wrong with it and it is being destroyed,” I 
tried to start a discussion. 

Of the four of them, two had gone out somewhere, while one 
was still in his afternoon nap. The remaining one, apparently the 
leader of the pack, took the bait and soon elapsed into his Story. 

“I was studying in a college. I guess the fate had something else 


international backing for 
Azad Kashmir taking all the Kashmiris with us.. ya 

“Then, one day, Shabbir’s father, Ghulam Mohammad Shah, 
was killed while in the police custody. He had left home for office 
in the moming. On his way he saw the security force people beating 
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some youths. Shah went to the scene and asked the jawans as to 
why are they beating the youths? He was then arrested immediately 
and later in the evening the family received his dead body. The 
incident rocked the state and the atmosphere immediately grew 
tense all across the valley. In the following elections of 1987, 
majority Muslims came together under the banner of Muslim United 
Front (MUF) as a political party. But Dr. Farooq Abdullah, the 
then Chief Minister of the state, used the state Police department 
and beat-up the activists and volunteers of the Front. He sort of 
created a terror in the minds of people, against supporting the MUF 
and thereby, practically prevented it from winning more seats. Then, 
when a leader by the name of Aziz was beaten-up by the CRPF, all 
the smaller organizations came together and declared a jehad (a 
religious war). They took out a massive protest march. The army 
resorted to firing on this march, killing more than 250 people.” 

“But why did the army take this action?” I asked. He only looked 
up at the sky in response to my question. Then he started speaking 
again. 

“After that, more than 1000 young men and 200 young women 
went to Pakistan and got themselves trained in using arms. They 
came back with a handy stock of AK-47 and automatic rifles. Now 
the violence in Kashmir will only increase.”“But Dr. Farooq 
Adullah is a Muslim and a Kashmiri himself, isn’t he?” 

“What Muslim? And what does he know about the problems of 
the Kashmiris? He is educated in the western countries. Even now, 
when he is the Chief Minister, he spends most of his time in 
London.” 

“Now what? Where do you think all this will lead us to?” I 
asked him. 

“One just doesn’t know!” his face looked terrified even thinking 
about the future. “The extremist Islamic leadership has given a 
dangerous turn to the situation. They started speaking about going 
to Pakistan openly, in the Mosques. They harassed the Hindu 
Pandits, took out processions and marches, shouting Pakistan 
Zindabad. They made it compulsory to have everything, from the 
sign-boards on the shops to the turbans on the heads of the Sikhs, 
in green colour. They closed down the movie theatres, liquor 
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shops....The CRPF and the army was bound to get incensed.” 

“Who are these people?” 

“Hameed Sheikh, Yasin Malik, Mushtaq Lutterum, Aazam 
Inqualabi and Amanullah Khan. This Amanullah Khan has since 
moved out and now stays abroad, but he has pushed the Kashmiris 
into the jaws of death, before he left. 

“Then there are the JKLF, Allah Tigers, Islamic Revolutionary 
Movement, Hizbul Mujahideen, Jamaat-e-Islami, People’s League, 
People’s Conference, J&K Students Liberation Front, Jamaat-e- 
Tulba Awami, Action Committee etc, about 45 organizations, which 
are trying to build an Islamic country out of Kashmir.” We were 
seeing one more side of the Kashmir issue from what this young 
man was saying. He was feeling comfortable with me by now. 

He then concluded in a manner, which really shocked me: 

“I went to Pakistan myself, with about 22 other young men, by 
crossing the border in Uri,” he said. “I was sent to a refugee camp 
there initially and then to Islamabad, where I was given weapon 
training. Many ‘leaders’ there spoke about how to ‘create an Azad 
(Independent) Kashmir’ and told us about how the Muslims are 
tortured in Kashmir. They showed us several video films which 
had gory torture scenes. ; 

We all were so charged up and so full of hatred towards the 
Indian security forces after the training that we just wanted to pick 
up a machine gun or an AK-47 and shoot all the uniformed men 
shown in the films. 

“When we returned to India however, we learned and realized 
that, all that was shown to us and all that was stuffed in our minds 
was simply to bring Kashmir to Pakistan. We obviously didn’t want 
that and had not taken to arms for that purpose in the first place. 
Our objective was purely an Independent Kashmir. And then we 
saw here the might of the CRPF and the military. Five thousand 
troops of the CRPF used to enter a locality for checking. When we 
saw this, we simply called up the D.I.G. and came here. We have 
surrendered, in other words.” 

“When do you think all this will end? When will the peace 

descend on the valley?” I asked. 

“Only when Allah wants it! It could be today, right now or it 
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could be after many more years of bloodbath. Don’t forget that 
even the young girls from Kashmir have taken weapon training.” 

Ironically, either way it is the Muslims, who will keep getting 
killed. These few misguided young men were getting back in the 
mainstream, but who knows how many more are still treading on 
the dangerous and certainly destructive path! 

It was dark already and the loudspeakers on the mosques were 
penetrating the chill of the night with shrill, high-pitched voices. 
Although there were stars shining in the night-sky, the pleasantly 
colourful blooms in the garden looked ugly dark patches, making 
the already gloomy atmosphere more depressing. It was as if the 
dark night of death was enveloping Kashmir! 


17 May 1990 


The morning today was same like yesterday; just the date had 
changed on the calendar. The same public strike and closure of the 
shops and houses (bandh or hartaal); in the daytime it was called 
by the organizations ostensibly working for the social cause and in 
the night, it took the name of curfew, declared by the government 
for security reasons. And who is the sufferer either way? The 
hapless, man-on-the-street. He has no concern with religion, he 
has no concern with caste, and he isn’t concerned with the India - 
Pakistan divide. All he wants is to earn his daily bread and live 
peacefully. 

We didn’t - or rather couldn’t do much’ in the day except 
wandering around aimlessly and then left for Jammu with a heart 
laden with sorrow and pain. Along the way, we saw the same snow 
on the hills which we had seen while coming to Srinagar, but now 
its whiteness seemed to have lost the shine. It looked like the whites 
` worm by a Hindu widow and like her white, bindiless forehead. 

The memories of the valley kept coming back. In them we saw 
places like Safakadal, Lal Chowk, Srinagar Nehru Park where 
houseboats like Anarkali, Shahi Jahan, Shalimar, Kothi Palace, 
the tourist car owners, the roadside vendors of books on Kashmir 
and walnuts. All were waiting expectantly and eagerly for tourists, 
so that they can earn some money and survive. Deep in our hearts, 
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we wished things were better and people from all over India visited 
Kashmir ...It felt better! Geeta Bhavan in Jammu is the biggest 
home of the Kashmiri refugees. These are those Indians, whose 
misfortune has made them refugees in their own country and forced 
them to live on a ration of 9 kg of rice, wheat and vegetables. 

There are many such buildings and charitable homes in Jammu. 
Each of these places has a signboard or banner indicating the 
type of people lodged there: ‘Hindu Ekjut Manch’, ‘Kashmir 
Palayanwadi Manch’, ‘Pandit Nirvasan Sabha’ etc. We met a family 
named Mistry when we entered one of these places. When we told 
them that we had come from Pune to meet them because we felt 
sorry for their plight, they became very emotional. Their daughter 
Sunita started the conversation. 

“We are Pandits,” she said, “We didn’t have much problem till 
January this year. Even in college the Muslim boys were friendly. 
They used to co-operate and behave well, with us. Some times the 
(Muslim) families in our locality would come and tell us not to 
panic whenever there is a trouble. ‘We’ll help you,” they said. But 
after January, we don’t know what, but something went wrong. 
Some Muslims began taunting and teasing us on the road. Even 
when we bought vegetables in the local market, ifthe Muslim person 
next to us bought something for Re. 1, we would be asked to pay 
Rs.10/- for the same vegetable. As it is the life wasn’t very 
comfortable, add to that this harassment and you will understand 
how frustrated we were with the life in our own city. When we 
asked some of our friendly grocers the reason of their discriminating 
behaviour, they would tell us that if they don’t do it, the militants 
would kill them. 

“Many of these people themselves would tell us to support 
the “Azad Kashmir’. For, even if it would be an Islamic state, the 
Islamic Socialism will bring justice for all, they said. But the reality 
was something very different. The Muslim girls studying in the 
College were harassed if they didn’t wear the burgas. Eventually, 
out of fear, even the Hindu girls started wearing burqas (veils 
covering the face) in college. At workplaces, the Hindu people 

were abused. It was mentally very stressful for all of us. 

“Some times, my Hindu classmates would relate their own 
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horrific experiences and that would make us all very anxious. Even 
then, some Muslims assured us of their support and tried to make 
us comfortable, but then soon, a new way of harassment started. 
Some people would gather in front of our (Hindu) houses and shout 
slogans like “Nara-e-taqbeer’ ‘Allah O Akbar,’ etc. In between, a 
Hindu boy who was known to us was murdered in our college. 

“And then one day, some 10-12 youths, all of whom were 
strangers came to our house and said to my father, ‘Your daughter is 
beautiful, we want to marry her so be ready. We will come again 
tomorrow.’ In those days, using the public address systems, they 
had started asking the Hindus to leave. That same night, we took 
whatever we could carry, packed the bags and left our home for 
Jammu.” 

“But why didn’t you lodge a complaint with the police?” I asked. 

“What’s the point?” she said. “They are helpless because they 
cannot provide us protection everywhere and all the time, can they?” 


Another family in the refugee camp had another sad story to 
tell us. Utter helplessness writ large on her face, the woman in the 
family spoke to us. 

“In 1948, we had fallen victims to the communal riots in 
Islamabad. Somehow we managed to escape with our lives and 
reached Kashmir. We had left behind all that we had earned in our 
entire life. Today, we find ourselves in the same situation all over 
again. Where, oh where, can we stay peacefully and lead a respectful 
life? It was Pakistan in Srinagar for us. We had built a home here 
by saving every penny we could and then had to abandon it. As a 
result we are refugees once again. 

“We get two meals and milk here in the camp, but is this our 
home, tell me? We are not happy staying here. There in Srinagar 
we have our own house, but there is no security there.” 


18 May 1990 
We were wrestling with the basic question about the meaning 
of our life. We felt how can we stay comfortably in Pune while 


people are dying like insects here everyday? Not even women and 
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children are spared. Most of us are happy to earn a lot of money 
and then discuss casually over dinner about the situation in Kashmir. 
Couldn’t we do better? 

We left for Pune today, with mixed feelings of sorrow and 
frustration. Ironically, somewhere on the horizon, a faint a new 
realization and hope about our mission in life was also emerging. 

I looked at Sushama. Her face showed that she too was thinking 
on the similar lines. 

We started dreaming about doing something greater than our 
ordinary existence. Something which would help the people of 
Kashmir and which would eam their respect for entire Maharashtra. 

“One cannot but feel sorry for these people,” Sushama said. “I 
remember an incident from the epic Mahabharata. Lord Sri Krishna 
had cut a finger once and was bleeding. Subhadra, his sister started 
looking for a waste cloth to bandage his finger and was somehow 
not being able to find one quickly. Just then Draupadi, the wife of 
Pandavas and a foster sister of Lord Krishna, dropped by to see 
him. When she saw her brother’s finger bleeding, without hesitation 
she tore a piece of her costly silk sari and tied it on his wound. The 
moral of the story is that one should possess selfless love and 

care, like Draupadi.” 

We reached Pune with our hearts full of pain and compassion 

for the Kashmiri brethren. i 
Probably we had some connection with the Punjabis and 
Kashmiris, in some previous birth 


31 August 1991 
Doraiswami’s abduction 


Today we learned that K. Doraiswami, the Executive Director 
of Indian Oil Corporation was visiting Pune. This was the same K. 
Doraiswami, whom the Kashmiri militants had abducted some time 
ago and after keeping him in captivity for 54 days, had released 
him only yesterday. We didn’t want to miss this opportunity to 
meet him. We also wanted the people of Pune to see him and hear 
from him the first-hand account of his face-to-face interactions 
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with the militants during those 54 days. We arranged for Mr. 
Doraiswami’s public speech on Kashmir issue. The venue was S.P. 
College ground in the heart of Pune. 

We were pretty sure of good response from the people of Pune, 
who have always had a keen interest in the developments in 
Kashmir. And then, this is the first public appearance of Mr. 
Doraiswami anywhere in India, after his release. In our personal 
meeting, Doraiswami related several incidents from his days in 
captivity and also told us how important it is to isolate and win 
over the more sensitive ones among the militants. 

Throughout the captivity of Shri Doraiswami, the militants 
successfully outsmarted the authorities dealing with his release. In 
the end, it was the then Additional Chief Secretary, Home, Dr. M. 
Rahman, who with his goodwill managed to secure the release of 
Shri Doraiswami. Dr. Rahman personally went to Anantnag to take 
charge of Shri Doraiswami. 


2 September 1991 


It was quite a hectic day today. Thousands of people had 
gathered at the College ground well before the scheduled time. 
Everyone was simply too eager to hear Mr. Doraiswami and his 
experiences with the militants. The number of women and young 
girls in the crowd was considerable. 

After the usual formalities of a public speech, Mr. K. 
Doraiswami stood up to speak. 

SE ERRE Before they abducted me, the militants were 
following me from Mumbai to Srinagar. They had informers 
everywhere. They had even bribed and bought out the right people 
at some places. When they took me hostage however, they were 
very nice to me throughout the 54 days’ period. They didn’t have 
any particular interest in either India or Pakistan. They wanted an 
Independent Kashmir. They had the latest arms. They never 
threatened me with my. life or even harm me in any way. They 
however kept a 24 hour vigil on the house where I was kept. In 
addition, they had also asked the residents of the locality, to keepa 
watch on me. I couldn’t have escaped from the place....... 
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Bene 3s I would say these are the misguided young men 
who get help from across the border and the criminal element in 
the whole scheme of things has made the matters worse. We need 
to work very carefully to try and bring them back in the mainstream. 
They are brainwashed into violence...” 


Doraiswami narrated a number of instances about those tension- 
filled 54 days, which the audience listened to in rapt attention. 
After all, this was by far one of the rare incidences when people 
were seeing and hearing the first hand account of someone who 
has seen the militants and has survived to tell the tale. 

We saw in it the hope and a clear possibility that since the 
Kashmiri militants are ‘misguided’ youths, not believing in violence 
for the sake of violence (they did not harm him in any way), they 
are not the hardcore terrorists and could be brought back on the 
right path someday. 


23 March 1994 


It’s the Martyrs’ Day today. Observed every year in the memory 
of the great freedom fighters of India, Bhagat Singh, Rajguru and 
Sukhdev. They embraced death with a smiling face and prayed for 
their motherland, when they were hanged by the British, much 
before India became independent. 

The day has always meanta lot to us, reminding us of the three 
young men happily laying their lives for the country. 

Kashmir too has a ‘Martyr’s Graveyard’, the biggest graveyard 
in the valley. Thousands of innocent people are laid to rest here 
and it’s also a place where hundreds of the orphans find their fathers 
buried. Obviously we cannot do much to Stop the violence, and it 
is also foolish to expect people who have lost their near and dear 
ones to forget their pain by a few words. What we can however do, 
is to divert the young minds to creative and sporting endeavours. 

We want the young Kashmiri children, especially the orphans, 
to use their energies constructively to build a new, prosperous and 

peaceful Kashmir. What is lost cannot be brought back but what is 
yet to come can be built thoughtfully and positively 
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It’s almost four years since we last visited Kashmir and we 
were restless. After a lot of deliberation among ourselves and 
discussions with our advisors, we decided to organize a march in 
Kashmir, to carry the message of peace on behalf of the entire 
nation. 

We wanted to achieve maximum impact and hence were 
wracking our brains for a fitting name, for the march. Some of us 
were scanning through the pages of books on the history of Kashmir, 
when something caught their attention. 

In the fifteenth century, when the rule of fanatic King Sikandar, 
who was against idol-worshipping and who had destroyed every 
idol in sight to earn the sobriquet ‘idol-buster’ came to an end, his 
youngest son, Zain-ul-Abideen came to power. Zain-ul-Abideen is 
considered to be the most liberal King in the history of Kashmir. 
In his liberal views, he is equated with Mughal king Shahjahan’s 
son Dara Shukoh. 

When Zain-ul-Abideen ascended the throne in Kashmir, he 
called back all the Hindus who had left Kashmir because of the 
oppression and lack of freedom of their religion under his father’s 
rule. Zain-ul-Abideen not only offered them complete protection 
in his kingdom, he also did an extraordinary thing; he allowed 
hundreds of Hindus who were coerced to embrace Islam, again by 
his father, to re-convert to their own religion. 

He then gradually abolished the infamous system of collecting 
money from non-Muslims under the name of jazia tax. Zain-ul- 
Abideen was himself a renowned scholar of Sanskrit and being a 
great admirer of knowledge, he had appointed several pundits of 
Sanskrit, Kashmiri, Persian and Turkish languages. With his active 
encouragement for sharing knowledge, many manuscripts were 
translated from Sanskrit into Persian and vice versa. He restored 
many ancient Hindu temples in Kashmir and made provisions for 
their regular income. He built charitable houses for the benefit of 
pilgrims to Hindu places of worship and also made arrangements 
for their food and drinking water. Before his time, the Hindus had 
to pay another special tax for using the crematoriums for the dead. 
He stopped the practice. Zain-ul-Abideen took part in all Hindu 
celebrations, religious or social and mingled freely with people. 
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He was a connoisseur of the performing arts. Music and dance 
got a great boost under him. Many capable Hindus were appointed 
onkey posts in his kingdom. One can find mention of Hindu names 
like Shiv Bhatt, the Royal Doctor, Tilakacharya, the court official, 
courtesans Pandit Sinh and Roupya Bhatt, Judicial Officer of the 
royal court Shriya Bhatt and another Royal Physician Karpur Bhatt 
in the list of his most trusted people. 

Again, among the great scholars in his court were great people 
of their time, like historians Joanrao and Shriwar, writers in both 
Sanskrit and Kashmiri languages, Yodh Bhatt and Narottam Pandit. 
Shriwar translated the prose, Yousuf-Julekha of the great Muslim 
Sufi, Jami in Sanskrit. He named it Katha-Kautuk. Mulla Ahmed, 
a Persian and Sanskrit scholar translated the epic Mahabharata and 
also Rajtarangini in Persian language. 

Zain-ul-Abideen’s mother tongue was Kashmiri, but he was an 
erudite scholar of Sanskrit, Persian and Tibetan languages as well. 
He had even studied the Kashmir Shaiva sect of the Hindus. 

This great king died in 1490 AD. The people in his kingdom 
mourned his death for a long time and today, even after 500 years 
since his death, he is still alive in the literature and folklore in the 
State. 

As we read this fascinating story, our decision about naming 
the Peace March suitably, was made; it would be called the ‘Zain- 
ul-Abideen Yatra (March)’. 

We are not so naive, as to think that peace-marches can solve 
such complex issues; however we were sure that they will at least 
help us build bridges with the hurt and now distanced Kashmiri 
people. 

We had experienced this in Punjab after all 


1 May 1994 


It’s the Maharashtra Day today! Four years ago, exactly on 
this day, we had resolved to “Actively bond the Kashmiris with the 
rest of India, with love.’ The dream had started taking some shape 
now. I left for Kashmir again with my colleague Sanjay Aher and 

a small group of three more activists. Mission *Zain-ul-Abideen’. 
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3 May 1994 


We reached Jammu today. Mr. Jugal Sharma, the Jammu 
correspondent of the Punjab Kesari and Mr. O. N. Kaul, of The 
Kashmir Times, said, “We don’t want to discourage you, but such 
small efforts are ofnot much use. The state and central governments 
need to take some concrete decisions, to bring peace back in 
Kashmir.” 

` J then narrated them a small story, we had often been told in 

our childhood. Once, Birbal appealed all the gentlemen in the 
Kingdom of King Akbar, to pour potful of milk in a tank. Next day 
morning, when the lid to that tank was opened, they found only 
water in the tank. When Birbal saw this, he remarked, “I know this 
water wouldn’t have turned to milk, if any one of the gentlemen 
had actually poured milk instead of water in it, but at least the 
colour of this body of water would have changed for sure, if that 
had happened.” bees 

Getting my drift and acknowledging our resolve, O. N. Kaul 
decided that he would help us. Kaul used to stay in Srinagar earlier. 
He had good relations with all the parties in the valley. He advised 
us to make it a point to meet Shabbir Shah and Yasin Malik. Shabbir 
at that time was in a jail in Jammu. We started completing all the 
formalities for visiting him in the jail, but the process took a lot of 
time and in the end, it was too late in the day, so we couldn’t meet 
him today. We decided to leave for the valley with the sad feeling 
of this missed opportunity. 


5 May 1994 


We left for Srinagar in the morning by a bus. There was no tension 
on our minds compared with the last time. This time the Kashmiri ` 
sitting next to us while not exactly a friend, didn’t seem an alien 
either. We weren’t scared of talking to him nor were we worried 
about him passing the information of our arrival in Kashmir to 
someone, and have us killed. When we reached Srinagar in the 
evening though, the fear awakened in our minds. Wexwere 
welcomed in the city with the sounds of gunfire! 
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Mushtaq, a shikara -owner from the Dal Lake came to us and 
pleaded us to stay in his shikara. He would offer us the cheapest 
rates, he promised. Suddenly, a lot of other shikara “owners came 
running to us and started asking us to go to their shikaras instead, 
but we had already promised Mushtaq, so we refused. The 
policemen posted there noted down the badge number and collected 
the photograph etc from Mushtaq. Then they asked us about our 
visit. We told them we were members of the ‘Zain-ul-Abidcen’ 
peace march. The policemen probably thought that we were senile 
and looked at us in dismay; however, they decided to stick to their 
job and warned us not to leave for the march before coming to this 
spot at 9 am the next day. 

From the windows of our shikara, we could sec the police, 
military and the CRPF vehicles moving to and fro in the area all 
through the night. The gun shots echoed in the background, piercing 
the dead silence of the night. Mushtaq decided to help us. He 
arranged for a rental car for us, for the next day. You have to move 
about in the Dal lake, using small boats. There is a floating market 
on the lake complete with even telephone booths. We arranged for 
everything that we might need the next day and then retired to our 
Shikara in peace. 

By the way, there is a difference between the financial condition 
of the houseboat-owners and the shikara-owners; the latter are 
poorer, 


6 May 1994 


It was already 10 a.m. when we got up. The rental car was 
waiting. Mushtaq served us breakfast consisting of bread, butter 
and tea. We finished our breakfast and then left. 

We were carrying pamphlets on which were printed the 
messages of the Sufi saints. We started distributing the pamphlets 
in the Lal Chowk. We even distributed our pamphlets in the most 
sensitive areas of Lal Chowk, like the Habbakadal and Safakadal. 
While distributing the pamphlets, we also entered into conversations 

with the many young men and women in the area. In the end, we 
came to the outskirts of the Srinagar Jail. The parents, brothers and 
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sisters of the young men who were detained in the Jail were waiting 
outside. Every one of them had anxiety written large on their faces. 
Each wanted his or her dear son or brother to come out of the jail 
safely. 

We met a young man named Mansoor Ahmed Dar. He was 
waiting to meet his jailed brother. When he read our pamphlet in 
Urdu, this Science graduate boy said, “Your thinking is right, but 
who is going to listen to you here? Every person is a crook here 
and every politician, a goon.” : 

“My brother is being released on bail today,” he replied when 
we asked why he was here. 

“But we heard you don’t get bail easily?” I asked him. 

“That’s right!” he answered. “But you see we have dropped the 
guns.” 

“That means. ..you had picked it up once, hadn’t you?” I asked 
again. 

“Yes!” 

At this point Mushtaq, who was accompanying us, told Mansoor 
about us, after which he queried if we would like to hear his story. 
I nodded. 

“You have referred to ‘Zain-ul-Abideen’, so I will talk,” he 
informed us. “You see, the Kashmiri Muslim is and was never a 
religious fanatic or fundamentalist. We have a great tradition of 
Sufism and Rishis and Munis here. Zain-ul-Abideen has done much 
more work in ridding the society of communalism here in Kashmir, 
than what mughal king Akbar had ever done, back in India. But the 
government has always meted out injustice in Kashmir. Fed up 
with this, I had got influenced by some militants and went to 
Muzaffarabad (city in POK). I took weapon training for about 15 
months there. Those people took great pains to imprint on our 
minds, how the Muslims here were massacred and about the 
excesses of the Indian military, in Kashmir. But when we returned, 
we found the scene quite different. (Something we had heard in 
the CRPF camp, when we had come to Kashmir the first time.) 

“As militants, we could neither meet our families, nor could we 
offer our namaj freely. Then we decided to abandon our arms and 
help the government. I am in no mood presently to explain things 
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to the other youths who have taken to arms, because I have suffered 
a lot in my life. If I get involved in this activity, the militants will 
kill me. Ihave decided to move to Lucknow, where my sister lives, 
or I will go anywhere else except stay in this place.” 

At that moment, the jail-gate creaked. 

“Khuda Hafeez, Allah aapko kaamyabi de!” (God bless you! 
May Allah give you success in your mission!) Mansoor said as he 
left us to meet his brother. 

As we watched him walk away from us, we thought, shouldn’t 
we call him a ‘strayed young man’ rather than “a terrorist’? 


Our first day of the mission had come to an end with this 
conversation with Mansoor. 
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7 May 1994 
Hazratbal and Sheikh Abdullah 


We woke up in the morning hearing some commotion around 
our Shikara. The CRPF had barged into the Dal lake and were 
enquiring about Mushtaq. We got anxious. What must have 
happened? But before we could get any answer to the questions in 
our mind, the jawans had caught hold of Mushtaq. One of them 
slapped him hard and asked, “Where were you yesterday?” 

“I was moving around with these activists from Pune...” the 
poor fellow replied. 

“Then why didn’t you inform us?” saying this, the jawan 
smacked him across the face three-four times. “You bloody*#?*, 
we were looking for you the whole of yesterday... Where are those 
peace marchers?” 

It was then, that we realized we had failed to report at the police 
station in the morning, despite having been warned to do so and 
fearing worst, the jawans had been searching us for the whole day. 
We went to the jawans and apologized. The situation was calmed. 
This was an object lesson for us. Like in many other cases, here 
the intentions of the jawan were good - they were worried about 
our safety - just sometimes, their aggression crossed the fine line 
and as a result, their actions are termed as ‘atrocities’. 

Anyway, after they went away we got ready and started meeting 
with some of the important citizens in the area. 

Around 12 noon, we were in the Lal Chowk. One of the members 
of our team, who obviously got carried away, suggested that we 
bum the Pakistani flag right in the Chowk. When a military officer 
standing nearby. overheard him, he nearly shouted at us. 

“You people are just five in number; any such misdeed on your 
` part can cost us lives of about ten soldiers. You will burn the flag 
here and go back to your places, it would be a two-minute thing for 
you, but it is us, who have to die here for protecting the country, 
Please. ..if you can not do anything to help us, at least do not add 
to our problems! It is because of the big talkers and errant people 
like you that our jawans have to die.” 
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He was right. If tension developed in the area, we were not the 
ones who were going to face the situation. It was the jawans staying 
in the bunkers, thousands of kilometres away from their families 
and working 24 hours a day without caring for their own lives, 
who will have to bear the brunt. Our mistake would cost them 
heavily. We left Lal Chowk. 

Our next activity was to offer namaj (obcisance) at the Hazratbal 
shrine. We, all five of us, were Hindus and had never before entered 
a mosque to offer namaj, but we believed that a prayer offered 
with pure mind to any god, is accepted by Him. There was of course 
a special reason why we had chosen Hazratbal shrine for our namaj. 

This durgah near the Dal Lake in Srinagar has a special place in 
the minds of the Kashmiris. There is a single hair preserved in this 
durgah. The Muslims believe that the holy relic is from the beard 
of the founder of Islam, prophet Mohammad Paighambar. This is 
the reason why the place is called Hazratbal (Place of Prophet 
Mohammad). There is an historical importance to this place and to 
how the holy relic came to Kashmir. 

According to the legend, the holy relic came to the Imam Sayyad 
Abdullah of the Babri Masjid in hijr (Islamic calendar year) 1044, 
from a descendent of the prophet. When the Imam moved his base 
to India along with his family, he brought the holy relic along. 
When Imam Sayyad died, he handed it over to his son Sayyad 
Hamid. 

Meanwhile, in hijr 1104, Aurangzeb, the mughal King withdrew 
the land rights of Sayyad Hamid and confiscated his land. Sayyad 
Hamid then went and settled at Jehannabad, where a Kashmiri 
trader, Khwaja Nuruddin Ansari helped him in his settlement. In 
return Khwaja took the holy relic from Sayyad Hamid. 

In hijr 1110, Khwaja Ansari told people that when he was 
travelling to Kashmir with his prized possession, the prophet himself 
appeared in his dream and told him to keep the holy relic in the 
Kashmir valley. However, when Aurangzeb got the news, he. | 
claimed the right to this relic and took it away from Khwaja. He 

kept it with him in Lahore. Khwaja Ansari couldn’t bear the shock 
of losing the possession of the relic and died. But before his death 
he entrusted the responsibility of bringing it back in Kashmir 
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according to the prophet’s wish, to Khwaja Medanish. Aurangzeb 
himself had a change of heart in this matter subsequently, and in 
1700 A.D. (according to the English calendar), he brought the holy 
relic to Srinagar. He built a huge mosque near Dal Lake and kept 
the hair in it, in a glass casing. A massive crowd had gathered to 
see the holy relic. 

The holy relic is displayed only during important religious 
functions. At other times, the devotees kiss the glass case and touch 
it with their forehead as a mark of respect. The Hazratbal mosque 
is among the largest mosques in India. 


When we entered the mosque, we covered our heads with a 
piece of cloth. A man quickly came forward and asked us who we 
were and why had we come here? A colleague told him that we are 
the messengers of the ‘Zain-ul-Abideen’ Peace March and handed 
him our pamphlet. 

“We have come to Hazratbal to pray for peace in Kashmir,” my 
colleague told him. 

“Prayers are offered in mandir (Hindu temple) not in a masjid 
(mosque),” the man retorted. 

Poor fellow, he was probably ignorant about the fact that there 
is no difference between a prayer and a dua (request). 

Anyway, we offered the namaj and left. On our way back we 
came across the mausoleum of Shaikh Abdullah, late father of Dr. 
Faroog Abdullah. A few J&K Police Force personnel were standing 
there, guarding the edifice. Shaikh Abdullah served Kashmir all 
his life and made several sacrifices for the state. He was the 
motivating force behind the move of merging Kashmir in India. 
For that reason, the pro-Pakistan militants call him gaddar (traitor). 

We asked Javed, a Sub Inspector on duty, about the necessity 
of guarding the mausoleum. 

“Shaikh Abdullah was influenced by the Sufis and the jehadis 
do not believe in the Sufi tradition,” Javed said. “I am standing 
here on the guard duty but let me tell you, I am pained. This man, 
Shaikh Abdullah, was once known as the Sher-e-Kashmir (The 
Kashmiri Lion) but today, I have to guard his mausoleum,” he 
sighed. 
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“You must learn about Shaikh Abdullah’s history. Would you 
be interested in knowing about him?” With this question, he 
promptly started off with the story. ‘ a 

“In his youth, Shaikh Abdullah formed a political organization 
in Srinagar and started a movement against the King of Kashmir. 
Later on, when he went to Lahore for further studies and took 
admission to the Islamia College there, he came into contact with 
the national freedom movement. After that Abdullah went to 
Aligarh and then returned to Srinagar with a Masters in Science. 

When he returned to the valley, Shaikh Abdullah saw that only 
certain type of people could get jobs anywhere, while the majority 
Muslim community was largely discriminated against and ignored. 
He then started taking an active part in the Kashmiri movement. 
He, along with Chaudhary Ghulam Abbas formed the ‘All Jammu 
& Kashmir Muslim Conference’ to protect the interests of the 
Muslims. Subsequently, influenced by Mahatma Gandhi and Pandit 
Jawaharlal Nehru, he rechristened his party as ‘National 
Conference’ and began the agitation against the Dogra regime, for 
the rights of the manual labourers and workers. As the agitation 
threatened to grow in strength, Maharajah Harisingh, the King of 
Kashmir, had Shaikh Abdullah arrested. The Shaikh spent a 
considerable time in jail over next few years, until in 1945 when 
Pandit Nehru himself came down to Kashmir, to request the King 

about Abdullah’s release. But the King even had Nehru arrested. 
India got its freedom from the British rule ultimately on 15" 
August 1947, but the Jammu & Kashmir kingdom didn’t join the 
new republic state. Then in 1948, the mercenaries descended in 
the valley with support from Pakistan, with a view to disrupt the 
_ normal life in the kingdom and to try and annex it to Pakistan. 

Shaikh Abdullah did everything he could to save Kashmir from 
these mercenaries and also supported the merger into India. On 
March 5S, 1948, Shaikh Abdullah became the Prime Minister of 
Kashmir and in the following year on June 9, 1949, by means of a 
declaration, Maharajah Harisingh named Dr. Karansingh as his 
successor. 

The later part of Shaikh Abdullah’s life was quite eventful. 

The abolition of the monarchy, appointment of prince 
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Karansingh as sadar-e-riyasat (President) Adbullah’s sudden 
dismissal from the post of Prime Minister of Kashmir after the 
death of Dr. Shyamaprasad Mukherjee, the provision of having a 
President and Prime Minister for the state being abolished, 
Abdullah’s visits to Pakistan and China etc. Shaikh Abdullah was - 
involved in various struggles all his life. Thrice he became the 
Chief Minister of J&K. 

After Shaikh, his son Dr. Faroog took over the reins of the state. 

Unfortunately however, Dr. Farooq’s image was always made 
out to be less than desired. First, there were claims that he only 
bonded with the Kashmiris because Shaikh Abdullah was his father 
and the people loved Shaikh Abdullah. Then it was said that under 

Dr. Farooq the development process in Jammu-Kashmir faltered. 
It is also alleged that the elections ceased to be free and fair in his 
regime. Dr. Farooq was accused of being keener on developing his 
golfing skills than the state under his charge. This clouded the 
sentiments in the minds of the general public. As a result, the 
mausoleum of the very Shaikh Abdullah, whose funeral procession 
is still considered the biggest in Kashmir’s history, requires to be 
guarded. This in short is the biggest tragedy of Kashmir - of us 
Kashmiris.” 

This police officer is neither a student nor a professor of Political 
Science, but he sure has studied Shaikh Abdullah and his life well! 
He cited several important historical references during his 
monologue. We left the mausoleum and were standing by the 
roadside, when we saw hordes of people going towards Hazratbal 
in trucks. Later we learned that they were looking for the ‘people 
who distributed pamphlets’. But we were really tired by now. 

The tragedy of Shaikh Abdullah, the Sher-e-Kashmir, seemed 
tous more like the tragedy of not him, but of India. We returned to 
our shikara, still thinking about the sordid tale. 


8 May 1994 


Four of us, I, Sanjay Aher and two more of our colleagues 
decided to meet the leaders of the Hurriyat Conference as well as 
the press, and started off. 
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First of all, we met Justice Wahiuddin Faroogqi. We introduced 
ourselves to him and explained to him our objective of coming to 
Kashmir. He listened to us patiently. : 

“Perhaps Kashmir is destined to live under foreign rule,” he 
started speaking after we had finished and were looking at him to 
begin. “The Kashmir border, lined with the mighty Himalayas touch 
India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Russia and China. We have a very 
different kind of tradition and we have been telling this for years 
now. First it was Akbar, who attached Kashmir to the Mughal 
empire. Then the control went to the Pathans of Kabul. After that 
the Sikhs took charge and ultimately the British. In 1846, the British 
sold Kashmir to Gulabsingh, a Dogra general in the Sikh Army, 
for mere rupees 75 Lacs (7.5 million) as a reward of helping them 
end the Sikh regime in that region. Gulabsingh named the state 
Jammu & Kashmir after he took over the control. As it were, 
although the state remained safe from any more attempts of 
takeover, it certainly didn’t progress as much as it should have, till 
the last King; Maharaja Harisingh accepted the proposal of merging 
in India in 1948. Now you know what the condition of this state 
is...” We understood what he meant by his last unfinished 
Statement. “The traditions of the Rishis and Munis and the Sufis of 
Kashmir, are at the core of the great Indian tradition itself,” we 
cleared our stance to him. 

We wanted a dialogue and found that many Kashmiris have 
studied opinions. At the end of the meeting, Justice Farooqi offered 
us the Kashmiri salted tea and the noon biscuits. 

The Press Enclave building in Srinagar is located in the Pratap 
Park arca close to the Lal Chowk. We met Zaffar Meraj there. 
Zaffar works for a local daily, Kashmir Times. When we entered 

his office, he said, “Welcome! Have a look at these photographs 
on the wall. They show either the corpses or the innocents wounded 
with bullets. Ofcourse they do not mean anything to you I presume, 
because they are all Kashmiri people.” 

Zatfar Meraj is a Kashmiri. A young man with lean body, clad 
in the Kashmiri outfit and the face dripping with anger. 


“When you go back to India,” he continued, “tell them what I 
Just said too.” 
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“But why do you think this has happened?” I asked him. 

“Of course because of the mistakes of the Indian Government,” 
he yelled. 

“Why not because of those who resorted to arms and thereby 
forced the military to intervene?” 

“You say Kashmir is the crown of India, don’t you?” he ignored 
our question and continued, “Then, if the crown is not handled 
properly and the head hurts, would the country survive?” 

His answers were nastily barbed and full of sarcasm. While we 
couldn’t dare say that there was no innocent blood spilt in Kashmir, 
we realized that his thinking was conditioned by several things. 
Being a local and a journalist at that, his anger really disturbed us. 
When you see innocent people getting killed all around you, 
irrespective of who is the culprit in each case, you are bound to get 
affected. We realized that we cannot remain passive now and 
however small our efforts might be, the need to provide a healing 
touch was underlined in our minds. 


PAPA II 


We left the Press Enclave and set out to meet the BBC reporter 
Yusuf Jameel. But before we could reach there, the Border Security 
Force (BSF) jawans requested and took us to their Centre instead. 
Mushtaq was there before us. When we entered the BSF Centre, 
he said, 

“Sir, I came with you for the lure of the few hundred rupees 
that you would give me, but look where it has brought me; to PAPA 
II! This place is considered a cemetery of the Kashmiri youth. Now 
if the Hizbul people outside learn that I was here, I am sure going 
to get killed.” 

This much introduction of PAPA II was enough to know about 
its terror. (2015 - I later leamed that poor Mushtaq indeed was 
killed for acting as an informer. I do not know whether he was an 
informer in reality but the realization that he had iptedicied his end 
So correctly was chilling.) 

We have been taught that our brave soldiers fight with the 
enemies of the country and even lay down their lives for protecting 
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the country. In this case however, it came as a rude shock that they 
were thought to be fighting with our own people. The conflict of 
these two images left us wondering as to which one to believe in. 
Are they both true? Is it possible? 

IPS officer T. S. Bhal (the then DCP of Pune) had suggested 
that we meet M. L. Garg in Srinagar and Garg was sitting right in 
front of us now. 

“Bhal had called and I was looking for you people. I got the 
information that you will be kidnapped today, so I quickly got you 
here.” 

We simply didn’t understand what he was talking about and 
gaped at him. 

“The militants had planned to kidnap you,” Garg explained. 

“But how did you know?” 

“Come on, you are sitting in PAPA II, young men! 

The biggest and fiercest of them terrorists too start singing, when 
they are brought here. Just the name PAPA II is enough for them to 
piss in their pants. Anyway, we leamed that they are going to kidnap 
you, SO we sent some jawans to bring you here. Do you want to see 
how the terrorists speak up?” 

He then showed us around the PAPA II premises. The place, 
situated in the remote and inaccessible hills, was indeed overawing. 

PAPA II is the name of the Interrogation Centre of the BSF. M. 
L. Garg, a friend of Mr. Bhal, was the Deputy Commandant of the 
Centre. Another officer Mr. J. P. Bali was also present there. PAPA 

Il is located on Gupkar Road. Several big political leaders and top 
. government officials stay on the same road. The Centre, which is 
near to the Shankaracharya hill, is the most fearsome place 
according to Kashmiri news reporters. Asha Khosa, the Indian 
Express correspondent was present at the Centre. She is the only 
lady journalist in the valley. and has made a very important 
contribution to the journalistic history of Jammu-Kashmir. 
“This lady roams freely among the militant strongholds,” was 
how Garg introduced her to us. i 

“Garg is the daring officer who has terrorised the terrorists and 
„ordinary citizens alike,” Asha returned the compliments by 
introducing Garg thus. ` 
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“Yes,” laughed Garg, “but I am proud of that. Kashmir is 
terrorised by the militants while they themselves are terrorised by 
PAPA II. It’s as simple as that.” 

Then he looked at us. 

“Now you are our guests, so drop that Peace March thing. Stay 
tonight in the BSF Guest House. In the morning go back to Jammu 
in our convoy. I don’t want to give those people another opportunity 
to get into a bargaining position with the government.” 

Then he called an Afghan mercenary over. 

“These people are our guests from Maharashtra; show them 
some of your skills.” 

The mercenary was then blindfolded and was handed an AK- 
56 rifle. A tin can was placed on the head of another suspected 
terrorist and the blindfolded man was told to fire at the target. To 
our surprise, he blew up the can in an instant. The stunt, while it 
brought our hearts in our mouths, also showed us the marksmanship 
of the mercenary. Then another terrorist, Khalid, was blindfolded 
and he opened the AK-56 handed over to him, completely 
dismantled it to every part and reassembled it again. All blindfolded! 

We, the ‘messengers of peace’ had the first hand experience 
of the type of people Indian security forces are fighting against. I 
said to Garg, “Not every Indian citizen can become an officer in 
PAPA II. He then should do what he can and that is the reason we 
have chosen to open a dialogue with these people.” 

“True! True! If everybody does his job, the country will never 
need a PAPA II,” Garg and Bali gave a hearty laugh and said. 


We came out of PAPA II and went to the BSF Mess. Garg went 
in to get fresh and on his return asked us, “Would you like some 
brandy?” 


We politely declined. 

“It’s alright for you not to drink, but we have to work in this 
severe cold here, so it’s a necessity. But] am not addicted to alcohol, 
what?” Garg said. 

(2015 - Today, PAPA II does not exist. In its place stand the 
ministerial bungalows but the eerie feeling still surrounds the place.) 
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9 May 1994 


We couldn’t defy Garg’s order to abort the peace march and 
return, so we got ready early in the morning today and left for 
Jammu ina BSF bus. Our co-passengers were BSF jawans coming 
from different states in India, someone from Maharashtra like us, 
others from Madhya Pradesh, still others from Uttar Pradesh and 
some from Andhra Pradesh. All of them were going home on 
vacation. The Border Security Force was formed in 1965. The need 
for such a force was felt during the war with Pakistan that year. 
You will see the BSF jawans patrolling every square, every bridge, 
road and even small alleys in Kashmir. These jawans patrol the 
tense areas and stay in bunkers. They cannot afford to have even 
meals together due to the constant danger of being assaulted. You 
never know where the next attack will come from, so there has to 
be a 24-hour vigil. Although from different states and as such 
belonging to different subcultures, speaking different languages at 
home, they are the real companions of each other, in life and in 
death. 

Some of them had seen their colleagues die in front of them and 
then had lugged the dead bodies on their backs. Every one of them 
has a different story to tell. Someone’s mother is ill, someone’s 
daughter is unwell. Someone is going home for the first time in the 
last four years. These are the men who have sacrificed every luxury 
of life for the country and its unity. 

At every difficult turn on the toad, we kept thinking that this 
Journey would get over safely and tomorrow we would take the 
train and go home, but what about the most difficult turn the lives 
of these jawans have taken? Will it ever pass?...safely? 


We reached Jammu in the evening. The faces of the BSF and 
CRPF jawans lingered in the mind. I remembered a Marathi poem 
learned in school... (literally translated as) 


O soldier, keep marching on 
Never ever turn back, 


Keep marching on... 
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As I muttered the words, my vision blurred because of the tears 
that had welled in my eyes... 


December 1994 


New Delhi is now abuzz with the talk of elections in Jammu- 
Kashmir. Shabbir Ahmed Shah is finally out of the jail after 22 
years. The Central Government wants him to take part in the 
democratic process in the state, which it was initiating. Dr. Farooq 
Abdullah is in London. The grass root level party worker of the 
National Conference is dying in the streets. 


The preparations for election process had started. Ultimately 
Hurriyat and Shabbir Shah, have both decided to stay away from 
the elections. Dr. Farooq Abdullah too isn’t very keen on taking 
part this time. The militants have warned of dire consequences if 
the elections indeed took place. All this creates a doubt about 
whether the elections would take place sooner. 


23 March 1995 
Charaar-e-Sharif episode 


The newspapers today reported that some Afghan mercenaries 
have taken refuge in the holy durgah of Sufi saint Nuruddin, the 
Charaar-e-Sharif. The news item created a furore everywhere. The 
country had suffered from the after-effects of Operation Blue Star 
in the Golden Temple, so everyone was trying to avoid similar 
situation in the Charaar-e-Sharif. 

In such a situation, there can be some unpleasant incidents 
because the police force is a local force while the military personnel 
are outsiders in the context of the regional sensitivities. While the 
military can afford to remain unattached, the same may not be easy 
for the policemen who have their personal sentiments attached to 
the local shrines and places of worship. 

This is exactly what happened in this case, when the police and 
the paramilitary forces differed on certain operational details, which 
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in effect delayed the action. This unfortunately helped the terrorists 
fortify their position in the durgah. 

Arrattack on the Charaar-e-Sharif and its possible destruction 
in the process at this juncture, means killing the peace process and 
destroying the atmosphere that is being consciously created for 
elections to take place. In such a situation, any mistake in the 
Operation could lead to a total unrest in entire Kashmir. To 
understand why Charaar has so much reverence in the minds of 
the Kashmiris, we will need to turn some pages of the history book. 


This durgah was built sometime before the dawn of the 5" 
century A. D. It is a symbol of the Sufism, secularism and tolerance, 
which are considered the basis of kashmiriyat (the Kashmiri 
culture). After it was burnt down twice, an Afghan governor, Ata 
Mohammad Khan, rebuilt it in 1808. 

About 45 Km from Srinagar, the durgah is in the Badgam district 
and it is a real source of aspirations and hopes for the people of all 
religions. People, who express their wishes here, tie a thread in the 
mosque and when their wish is fulfilled they come back and remove 
the thread. 

Saint Nuruddin was ‘Aalamdar-e-Kashmir’ for the Muslims, 
while the Hindus called him Nand Rishi and it is believed that it 
was he, who started the Rishi tradition in Kashmir. 

After Hazratbal, Charaar-e-Sharif is considered the holiest shrine 
in Kashmir. There are mosques of 11 Khalifas (Caliphs) in the 
premises, apart from a museum which houses a host of religious 
artefacts. Among the artefacts is an Arabic dress, which according 
to the legend, belonged to Fatima, the daughter of prophet 
Paighambar. After Independence, Shaikh Abdullah provided 
protection to the Hazratbal, while his political adversary Bakhshi 
Ghulam Muhammad who came to power after Abdullah’s 
government was dismissed in 1953, made Charaar his base. 

Ina situation as delicate as itis at present, constructive thinking 
goes out of the window and it is the people resorting to incendiary 
talks that win the day. Precisely for this reason, we decided to 

strengthen our organization which would work towards peace and 
development through rehabilitation of the weak and innocent 
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victims in Kashmir in an organized manner. This way, we could 
attempt to lessen somewhat, the influence of the elements that hold 
the entire society at ransom for their ulterior motives and show the 
‘humanitarian’ face of the great Indian tradition and culture to the 
world. 

It is our unequivocal resolve that the organization will continue 
its endeavour till its objective is fulfilled, regardless of any number 
of difficulties and challenges that it has to face. 


1 May 1995 


We are working mainly in the Kashmir valley, in the north- 
west part of India. Almost all of the state’s systems are in ruins. 
No major development work could take place in the rural areas. If 
there are hospitals, there are no doctors to work in them; the 
government offices were open, but nobody came there to work. 
The future of the thousands of young men and women, and that of 
the hapless widows and orphans in the state, is bleak to say the 
least. The only option left is for the people to come forward on 
their own, for the development work, peace and communal 
harmony. 

Today is the Maharashtra Day again. On the backdrop of the 
Charaar-e-Sharif Operation and the resultant situation, we decided 
to go to Kashmir. 


12 May 1995 


The newspapers today informed us that despite being asked to 
surrender, having blocked all their escape routes, the terrorists have 
refused the offer. Governor, Gen Krishna Rao made every 
diplomatic effort to bring the mercenaries out of the durgah, without 
resorting to force. However, Mast Gul, the Afghan mercenary leader 
did not respond to the offer. He bumt down the durgah instead and 
escaped. The holy shrine, the symbol of secularism and communal 
harmony and the seat of the magnanimous Sufism and Nand Rishi 
was up in flames. Our tour of the state for building the bridges 
with the Kashmiris has lost its meaning and purpose. Entire Kashmir 
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is incensed by this dastardly act of the terrorists. The tour is off, at 
least for the time being. The future of Kashmir is bleaker than 


ever... 
1 May 1996 


It’s almost a year now. For one full year we were unable to 
undertake any activity in Kashmir because of the Charaar incident. 
The government has decided to carry out the Kashmir elections 
along with the general elections and the dates in May and June 
1996 are declared. 

To avoid another Charaar type incident, the army is deployed 
` in great strength in the state. Despite all the efforts on the part of 
the central government, the Hurriyat Conference and Shabbir 
Shah’s Jammu-Kashmir Democratic Freedom Party have chosen 
to stay away from the electoral process, again. The National 
Conference, Congress (I), Mufti Mohd. Sayeed (PDP), Jammu- 
Kashmir Panthers Party and several other smaller outfits however, 
have decided to take part in the elections in the state. 

Meanwhile, the militant organizations declared that those who 
go to the voting booths for casting their votes and are found to 
have the ink mark on their fingers as a sign of having voted will 
have their fingers chopped off! 


31 August 1996 


In the end, it was Dr. Farooq Abdullah, whose National 
Conference won the majority in the elections and Dr. Abdullah 
took the oath of the office of Chief Minister. This is his third stint. 


Dr. Abdullah’s return to power is significant. It means the return 
of democracy in the state. 


27 September 1996 


The act of those brave souls, men and women in Kashmir, who 
tumed out to vote in Kashmir despite the diktat of the militants, is 


as much one of exemplary Courage, as it is historic. We got 
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thousands of pamphlets printed, expressing a fecling of gratitude 
A team of activists on behalf of ‘Sarhad’ began preparing 
themselves to go to Kashmir to meet the man-on-street there and 
thank him personally and through the pamphlets. 


2 October 1996 


We met the former governor of Kashmir, Jagmohan in Pune. 
We explained to him our objective and concept behind giving thanks 
to the Kashmiri people personally and through the pamphlets. He 
commented that the solution to the Kashmir issue lies between 
Kashmir and New Delhi and also that there is a big international 
conspiracy in Kashmir. On this background, he wondered as to 
what we would achieve by saying Thank You to the voters? 

We told him we feel it necessary to encourage the people 
of Kashmir to open up and trust democratic ways to resolve their 
problems. Sure, such initiatives are not enough to solve the issue, 
and we know it. But Kashmir is not just a lifeless land, a 
geographical area on the map; it is also the people staying there. 
They are as much human beings, as we are. 


10 October 1996 


Just about the same time that Jagmohan told us to exercise 
caution in our movements in Kashmir, we received several messages 
from the senior police officials in Srinagar. That the activists of 
‘Sarhad’ are in Kashmir and they are distributing pamphlets to the 
Kashmiris, thanking them for taking part in the elections, is now 
known to the militants. In fact, “Sarhad? is very. much a topic of 
discussion in Kashmir. So it is better that they take the local police 
into confidence and inform their whereabouts in the state. 

In the-end, the team did go to Kashmir and met hundreds of 
people there. As per the plan, they thanked the people personally 
and also distributed the pamphlets. 
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1 May 1997 


Maharashtra Day once again! But today we are in Jallandhar 
(Punjab). We were invited for a luncheon with the Prime Minister 
Indra Kumar Gujral after a programme organized by the daily 
Punjab Kesari. 

This is a rare opportunity and we were feeling honoured. My 
colleague Sanjay Aher is with me. On our way to Jallandhar, we 
had met Shri Sharad Pawar. We had a long discussion with him. 
He appreciated the concept behind ‘Sarhad’, but also told us not to 
get carried away by the nobility of our cause. He reminded us that 
it is easy to dream, but to bring dreams in reality; one has to really 
Strive very hard. Among other things, we informed him about our 
correspondence with the concerned authorities, to get some land 
near the Vaishnodevi temple in Kashmir. We have plans to build 
“Maharashtra Bhavan’ (Maharashtra House), we told him. This 
building would house a nodal centre for facilitating various 
exchanges between the Kashmiris and people as well as 
organizations from Maharashtra, like us. 

He welcomed the idea and asked us to put it up with the Prime 
Minister during the luncheon. In the afternoon during the lunch, 
Vijay Kumar Chopda introduced us to the Prime Minister and 
informed him that through our social organization ‘Sarhad’ we are 
now working in Kashmir. 

We handed over our application for land in the Vicinity of 
Vaishnodevi temple and some other requests regarding our relief 
and peace work. The Prime Minister carefully read it. 

“What ‘Sarhad’ is doing,” he remarked, “is not for any one 
State. It is a national duty that they are doing.” 

‘Please lend them all Possible support’, he wrote on the 
application and handed it over to his secretary D. S. Sarna. 


We called up O. N. Kaul, the Information Advisor of Dr. F arooq 
Abdullah and our guide as well as well-wisher, later in the day 


today. We invited him fora lecture in Pune. The date was decided 
to be 11 May 1997. 
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11 May 1997 


The conference Hall of the Mahratta Chamber of Commerce 
and Industry in Pune was teeming with people. 

Among other things, O. N. Kaul said that the gun is not the 
ultimate solution to problems of Kashmir. The issue according to 
him can only be resolved, if the government and the people come 
together on a constructive agenda. 

Informing the audience about the decline in the number of 
militant activities since Chief Minister Dr. Farooq Abdullah was 
sworn into the office six months ago, Kaul said that the government 
has decided to concentrate on Education, Employment and 
Infrastructure Development, so the state will be on the path to 
progress rapidly. 

All of a sudden, while discussing the causes of the ruin in 
Kashmir, Kaul went pale in the face. He was visibly disturbed and 
looked frightened. In the next half-an hour, he gave some broad 
information without getting into specifics and somehow ended his 
lecture. Shri Rajiv Sabde, a journalist from Pune, who was presiding 
over the function, too realized that something was wrong with Kaul. 
Rajiv knew Kaul for quite long and was surprised at the way Kaul 
pulled the brakes midway in his lecture. 

In the evening when we were having dinner together, the unusual 
incidence cropped up in the discussions. When I asked Kaul about 
the sudden change in his demeanour, he revealed that he thought 
he saw some people carrying sympathies with the militants, sitting 
in the audience at that time! He looked like he was still gripped by 
the mortal fear. 

“You know, no businessman or industrialist is ready to come to 
Kashmir. Even Dr. Abdullah has failed in his attempts to woo them 
to the state. The militancy issue simply cannot be wished away. 
And then there are issues like power shortage and poor transport 
and communication facilities. It will take time to create an 
atmosphere conducive for businesses to survive and prosper in 
Jammu-Kashmir. The geographical status of being a border state 
is no help either. People just do not want to take a risk, you know. 
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Ofcourse, I am ready to help, but you should not lose patience and 
hope if there is a delay,” Kaul said. 


We were prepared to wait, whatever the delay. We had decided 
to work on the economic front too. We know it is difficult to bring 
the Kashmiris into the mainstream, unless their economic needs 
aren’t fulfilled. 


23 March 1998 
Pune -Srinagar, Sant Sufi Sandesh Yatra (March) 


This date (the death anniversary of martyrs Bhagatsingh, 
Rajguru and Sukhdev, observed as Martyr’s day), like the 
Maharashtra Day, has attained a special place in our lives. Today 
we decided to organize yet another march in Kashmir. This time 
the theme will be Love and Peace, as preached by all the saints and 
Sufis. We planned to tour the tense areas of Kashmir and spread 
the message of Love and Peace. The idea was fraught with danger, 
and that made the project difficult to plan and implement. 

We discussed the matter with several well-wishers of ‘Sarhad’ 
and also a veteran Muslim scholar Prof Anees Chishti, before 
arriving at our decision. We decided to name the march “Sant Sufi 
Sandesh Yatra’. Like the Warkari Sect in Maharashtra, the Sufism 
in Kashmir has a great positive influence on the minds of the people. 
Sufism is a delectable combination of the tolerant principles in 
Buddhism, Islam and Hinduism. 

We fixed the date to begin the march as | July 1998 and decided 
to seek the guidance of veteran social activist Shri Anna Hazare, 
renowned Urdu poet Nida Fazli, political leader Shri Sharad Pawar 
and ex- Police Chief of Maharashtra J. F. Ribeiro. 


10 April 1998 


All the dignitaries mentioned above agreed to participate in our 
project and that gave us a tremendous moral boost. We began our 
preparations. We sent letters to about five hundred people and 
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institutions in Kashmir. Everyday we used to debate on the route 
of the march, its starting point, its destination, the difficulties that 
we might encounter etc. We formally informed Kaul, Major 
Purushottam, the PRO of the army, Shabbir Shah and Yasin Malik. 
We were receiving great support from within Maharashtra, but we 
started receiving wrong signals and words of caution from the valley 
itself. Senior journalists and reporters helped us validate the 
incoming adverse news. We were obviously anxious. What if 
something untoward happens? 


1 May 1998 


Our preparations are on, but we received clear instructions from 
the state police to avoid areas like Rajauri, Poonchh, Dodda, Lal 
Chowk in Srinagar, Kupwara and Anantnag. Major Purushottam 
informed us about a definite plan to attack the Peace workers this 
time. We couldn’t understand who wanted to disrupt the Peace 
March and why. The question arose in our mind, as to how did 
they learn about our initiative? Then we realized that out of the 
500 places that we had sent a communication regarding our plans, 
any one could have passed on the information. That was the reason 
why there were so many enquiries being made about the nature of 
the initiative. Most of these enquiries were without doubt from 
dubious sources. 


16 May 1998 


President of the Jammu-Kashmir Panthers Party, Shri Bhim 
Singh, was nicknamed the Sher-e-Jammu (The Lion of Jammu) 
once. He was a legislator (MLA) in the Jammu-Kashmir State 
Legislative Council between 1977 and 1987. As an elected leader 
of the people, he had agitated on a number of issues concerning 
the state. On the backdrop of the ‘Sant Sufi Sandesh Yatra’, we 
organized his lecture in Pune, on behalf of ‘Sarhad’. 


A brief transcript of his lecture is reproduced below - 
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“The Kashmir issue will not be resolved by abolishing the 
autonomy or the Article 370 of the Constitution, applied to the 
state. What is required are efforts to bring the Kashmiris into the 
mainstream. The Jammu-Kashmir border has come under the 
foreign threat now, after 50 years, and the people are facing 
tremendous hardship because of the instability in the region. 

The US is abetting Pakistan in trying to break Kashmir away 
from India and assured of their backing, Pakistan has usurped half 
of the border in Poonchh already. It’s only because the Ladakh 
terrain is not very conducive for the militant activities, that the 
area is quiet. Millions of people have migrated from the Kashmir 
Valley in the last two years and so far none has returned. 

America is trying to separate Kashmir from Jammu and create 
a Vietnam-like nation in the region. There is a big conspiracy here, 
to destabilize India. Unfortunately, the leadership in New Delhi 
has never ever in the last 50 years, tried to go to the root cause of 
the Kashmir issue. Dr. Farooq Abdullah is pro- American and the 
country has real threat from him, more than anyone else. It is really 
unfortunate that today, he has endeared himself to the Prime 
Minister Atal Behari Vajpayee. The trouble in Jammu-Kashmir 
has nothing to do with the Hindus and Muslims. Kashmir has joined 
the Union of India on 27" October 1947, so autonomy of the state 
too, is not the real issue. The problem is the POK and till the time 

India doesn’t win back the part of Jammu-Kashmir that is called 
POK, the issue will never be resolved. 

Pakistan, with the help of the CIA and through its own ISI, has 
planned terrorist activities in the border areas of India. In such a 
dire situation, instead of sending more army troops to save Kashmir 
from the militants, youth from all the states should come together 
through organizations like ‘Sarhad’ and spread the message of peace 
and brotherhood in the Jammu-Kashmir. That, if anything, will 
have a greater impact on the minds of the young men and women 
in Kashmir and the process of Kashmiris joining the mainstream 
will begin. ; 

The main reason behind the instability, unrest and violence in 
Kashmir is that the Indian government has never really tried to 
bond the Kashmiri populace with the rest of the country. The special 
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status and Constitution of the state is a major hindrance in the 
unification.” 


1 June 1998 


The preparation for the Yatra is in full swing by now. Our team 
was having a hectic schedule organizing things. With the help of 
Prof Chishti, we got the appropriate slogans and relevant verses as 
well as group songs ready. ‘Sarhad, for Love and Peace’ were the 
words on the T-shirts to be worn by the marchers and we had got 
them printed in Urdu and Hindi. Our specially created pamphlets 
were in Urdu, Hindi and English. Our slogan was decided to be - 

‘Unka jo kaam hai, who ahle siyasat jaanein, 

Hamara Paigham mohabbat hai, jahan tak pahunche’ 

(Let the politicians do their job, Love is our message, till 
wherever it reaches) 


30 June 1998 


The preparation for ‘Sant Sufi Sandesh Yatra’ has created a 
great atmosphere in Pune: huge hoardings are put up, the media 
gave the event a good coverage and overall, the Yatra has become 
the talk of the town. Conveying the message that ‘Kashmir belongs 


to us and you all belong to us’ to the Kashmiris, is not the 


responsibility of the government alone. It is as much theirs, as it is 
of all the citizens of India and especially the youth of the country. 
That is the feeling spread all over Maharashtra. 

The first group is leaving tomorrow, on the 1* July, by road on 
their bikes. Their route is Srinagar via Leh - Ladakh and Kargil. 
We have planned the send-off ceremony for the activists, in the 
auspicious presence of ex- Police Chief and governor of Punjab J. 
F. Ribeiro, Shri Sureshchandra Padhye of Pune’s Marathi daily 
Sakal, Shri Shriram Bhide, Shri Avinash Dharmadhikari and the 
Executive Editor of the periodical Chitralekha, Shri Dnyanesh 
Maharao. 

We had received about ten fake calls in the last week. The callers 
identified themselves variously, as Brig Rana Kapoor from Jammu, 


The Sarhad Story | 95 


the BBC correspondent from Srinagar, news reporter from the TV 
channel ‘Aankho Dekhi’ (Hindi for ‘Eye Witness’), someone from 
some state Department etc. We were wise to these tricks however. 
We used to ask them their phone numbers and call those numbers 
again. Barring one or two, most were expectedly bogus numbers. 
All these fake callers would want to know more about the Yatra. In 
a way, they conveyed the message that we need to take great care. 

The send-off ceremony of course, had no demoralising effect 
of these things on us. In his address Ribeiro said, 

“We have learned from the experience in Punjab that it is 
communication and not the bullets that solve an issue. I am sure 
initiatives like the ‘Sant Sufi Sandesh Yatra’ will help solve the 
crisis in Kashmir too. Use of arms only increases the hatred. Like 
in Punjab, where even at the height of the turbulence, there was 
communal harmony between the Hindus and Sikhs, in Kashmir 
too, there are no communal tensions. The youth there are angry 

_ and their love for India is at a low. We need to find the root cause 
of this situation; that is where the solution to the Kashmir issue 
lies.” 

Ribeiro’s words were encouraging and reassuring and his 
guidance very useful. 

Employees of Rupee Co-operative Bank, Pune took part in this 
Yatra in good number and our colleague Sanjay Aher led the team. 

The mission to win over the domestic adversary formally began 
after Ribeiro gave away bouquets to the members of the first batch. 


3 July 1998 


The whole of yesterday was spent tidying up things after the 
long preparations, Today, another send-off ceremony is planned; 
for the second batch. The function was organized in the - 
Balgandharva Rangmandir (Theatre) and was presided over by 
veteran leader Shri Sharad Pawar. While addressing the audience, 
Pawar said, 

“We need to remove the misconception that every Sikh is pro- 
Khalistan from our minds and likewise, that every Kashmiri is pro- 

Pakistan. There are simply too many people in these states, who 
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have the utmost love for the country. Whenever Pakistan attacked 
India in the past, it was the Hindus and Muslims in Kashmir, who 
resisted them. It’s not that the entire population of the state is against 
India. The region remained underdeveloped, the infrastructural 
facilities are inadequate and the tourism industry also suffered a 
setback in the past few years, which has made subsistence difficult 
for the general public. Hence the unrest. If we do not create the 
trust in the minds of people in Kashmir, the young generation could 
go the wrong way. It is therefore very important to create and 
develop a trust in the minds of the young men and women in 
Kashmir. You people are going there with the message of the Sufi 
Saints and that would surely help. It’s just a beginning today, but I 
am sure this would become a major movement in the course of 
time.” 

Pawar reminded the people about how the peace returned to 
Punjab, when the youths in the state developed a sense of trust. 

“Coordination between different groups of people is highly 
essential for the national integrity today. Issues like Kashmir should 
never be looked at from the point of view of petty political interests. 
There are some areas of life, like building a mutual trust among 
the variety of communities and people, that make India what it is, 
where we need to keep the politics out and work together,” he 
further said. 

Pawar ended his address by reminding the voluntcers of their 
objectives and ideals. The function was over, but our worries were 
not. Lately we have started receiving not just the fake calls described 
earlier, but plain threats. We were in no mood to give in to these 
people though. 

On the contrary we decided to go to the Wagha border 

with Pakistan, near Amritsar and shout the slogan - “Bharat - 
Pakistan Bhai-Bhai, Beech mein America kahan se Aai? (roughly 
meaning, India and Pakistan are like brothers, why should America 
interfere and spoil our relations?) 


3 July 1998 


Tu Hindu banega na musalmaan banega, 
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Insaan ki aulad hai insaan banega 
(You will grow up being neither a Hindu, nor a Muslim, 
You are bom as a human and you shall be a human being) 


Jyot se jyot jalate chalo, 
Prem ki Ganga badhate chalo 
(Go on lighting one more lamp with every lamp, 
Let the Ganga of Love flow) 


These famous Hindi film songs extolling the virtue of humanity, 
love and cooperation, rent the air at the railway platform. It’s neither 
India’s Independence day (15 Aug) nor the Republic Day (26" 
Jan), but today, the brave activists of ‘Sarhad’, the young men born 
in Maharashtra, the land of saints were leaving for Kashmir, the 
land of Sufis. Friends and relatives of these messengers of Peace 
had come in hordes to see them off and wish them luck in their 
patriotic mission. 

The atmosphere had become heavy with emotions, as many of 
the young boys were going so far away from their homes for the 
first time and that too ona mission which can be called adventurous, 
to put it mildly. We had the responsibility of bringing everyone 
back safely and that was a big stress on our minds. I was desperately 
trying to hide my stress and tried not to let it show on my face. Shri 
Anna Hazare came to the platform to greet the Yatra. The shouts 
of ‘Vande Mataram’, Bharat Mata Ki Jay’, emanated from the 
crowds at once. The railway station of Pune was quite a scene with 
all this. : 

The second batch of the ‘Sant Sufi Sandesh Yatra’ began its 
march, as the train left the platform. This batch will go up to 
Jallandhar by train and there onward, it would travel by jeeps and 
buses, from Jallandhar to Amritsar, Amritsar to Jammu, then 
Rajauri, Baramulla, Poonch and finally, Srinagar. 

As mentioned earlier, we had received threats and warnings 
from the militants, against bringing the Peace messengers to 

Kashmir. We had ignored these open threats and the reports of the 
army PRO Major Purushottam, as well as the police from Srinagar. 
The march proceeded with the message of humanity and love! 
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The first halt was in Punjab. As decided, we went up to the 
Atari-Wagha border with Pakistan. Every evening, people from 

both countries gather here on their respective sides to watch the 
Flag Ceremony conducted by the guards on duty, on both sides of 
the border. The atmosphere is at once tense and excited, during 
this time. We shouted our slogan, ‘Bharat - Pakistan Bhai-Bhai, 
Beech mein America kahan se Aai?’ 

The chant evoked a stunned silence. We did see some hands 
raised on the Pakistan side, but they quickly went down. The birth 
of Pakistan as a nation was itself based on the anti-India feelings. 
Over the years, the poison has seeped to every pore. Obviously we 
didn’t get any response from the other side. 

I remember a story. A monk was taking bath in a river once. 
After a while, he saw that a scorpion had entered water and was 
trying to bite him. The monk pulled the scorpion out of water and 
to save its life, put him on the dry shore. A little later the scorpion 
again jumped in the water and started attempting to bite the monk. 
Patiently, the monk once again pulled it out of water and placed 
him on the shore. This sequence kept going on for a long time, 
when a bystander, who was watching the monk’s actions with 
curiosity, asked him, “That scorpion is trying to bite you again and 
again, but you in turn are trying to save him from drowning. Why 
don’t you just let it drown?” 

“Biting is his natural instinct and see how he is keeping at it 
despite all odds! Why then, should I not do the same and follow 
my instinct of saving his life?” the monk replied. The moral of 
this story is for the ordinary people and not for the military or the 
diplomats to follow; they have to employ the ‘tit for tat’ policy. 

We wanted to see the effect of our slogan. We were trying to 
convey that the US is our common enemy. We were however 
prevented from distributing our pamphlets to the Pakistanis standing 
across the border. ‘While your intention is noble, we cannot take 
risks here, please let us do our duty,’ the jawans told us. The Flag 
Ceremony consists of a small march of the soldiers on both sides, 
then a handshake between the Border Security Officers of both 
countries followed by lowering of the respective national flags. 
The whole routine is quite a sight in its grandeur and solemnity. 
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The BBC and Zee TV aired the news about our activity near the 
border. That sent a positive signal about our Yatra, to Kashmir. 


10 July 1998 


Early in the morning today, we left Jallandhar and reached 
Jammu in the evening via the border district of Gurdaspur and 
later on, Pathankot. We spent the night in the Charitable Home, 
Hari Bhavan, in Jammu. 


11 July 1998 


Today we visited Baba Budhan Ali Shah and Panch Pir mosques 
in Jammu. We prayed there for the return of smile on the faces of 
the Kashmiris. 

The militants have focused on Jammu these days. Dodda, 
Poonch, Rajauri areas have witnessed large scale massacres of the 
innocent people lately. The militants arc pulling people out of their 
homes and pumping them with bullets mercilessly. The fanatic 
Pakistani mercenaries want to finish the traditional communal 
harmony in Kashmir. But we are equally determined to maintain 
the tradition and for that reason, in spite of the curfew declared in 
Jammu, we decided to go ahead and march in the streets. This was 
achallenge to the brutal power of the armed militants, from unarmed 
messengers of Peace. 

We even refused the security arrangements and defiantly walked 
through the alleys and by lanes in Jammu. The people in Jammu 
were curiously watching us, walking bravely. We raised no political 
slogans, rather, our slogans conveyed that we are here with a 
message of Humanity and Love and that the people of Jammu- 
Kashmir are our brothers and sisters. 


12 July 1998 


The headline in the local daily, Kashmir Times said, “SARHAD 
- BUILDING BRIDGES BETWEEN TWO COMMUNITIES’. In 
general, we received good Support in Jammu and that gave usa lot 
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of confidence and encouragement. 

We left Jammu for Rajauri early in the morning. Rajauri is 
currently the most volatile terror-zone. We met the people, 
especially the youth in every village, town and city on our way and 
distributed pamphlets. By the time we reached Rajauri, it was about 
7 in the evening. 

We sensed the tension in the air as soon as we entered the city. 
On arrival, the Deputy Collector, Ashraf Ahmed informed our team 
that around three hundred militants are suspected to be in the area 
right now. He warned us not to move about without the security 
cover. He then arranged the Gujjar community Boys’ Hostel rooms 
for us to stay. The students had all returned home after the recent 
outbreak of violence. Some of the local residents staying nearby 
the hostel filled our people in, about the situation. This no doubt 
made us a bit anxious. The fear of a sudden terror-attack any 
moment was enough to drive away any intention to go to sleep. 
Sometime in the night, we actually saw our vehicles parked outside 
being photographed. Our anxiety and fear grew by the minute, 
though nothing happened in the end. 


13 July 1998 


We decided to visit the Shahdara-e-Sharif mosque of the Sufis. 
It is about 25 Km away from Rajauri. The District Police Chief 
tried to deter us from going there, citing the intelligence reports 
about several militants being holed in there. But we took the kazi 
of the mosque with us and went into the mausoleum. There we 
prayed for peace in Kashmir and explained to the maulvis the 
objective of our March. We also distributed the pamphlets around. 
Some of the young men watching us froma distance slowly gathered 
around us and started asking us various questions. Sensing trouble 
as their number started growing, we cleverly excused ourselves 
and returned to Rajauri. The DSP (Deputy Superintendent of Police) 
was angry because we had not informed him about our visit to the 
Sufi mausoleum. : 

He reproached us and said, “You should consider yourself lucky 
to come back alive from that place.” Some local people said, “It’s 
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because you are working for a good cause, that Allah has saved 
you today.” That is when we realized that perhaps we ha ee y 
(and foolishly) crossed the limits. As it 1s there are about five p 
ten killings a day in this area and but for our stroke of luck, the 
number could have been much more today! ! ; 
The people we met in Rajauri expressed their frustration with 
living on the edge constantly; when they said they preferred peace, 
even if that meant they have to forego one meal in the day. They 
also were not too happy about the police and the security forces. 


14 July 1998 


Today we moved onwards to Srinagar. Aslam Sayyad, a 
volunteer from Mumbai fell ill during the journey. So much so 
that we had to put him on saline water immediately. That delayed 
us somewhat and it was almost dark when we reached Srinagar. 
We spent the night on the houseboats. 


15 July 1998 


We learnt when we woke up in the morning that Dr. Farooq 
Abdullah had arranged for a dinner in honour of the “Messengers 
of Peace’ of the Sant-Sufi Sandesh Yatra, at 8 pm last night. Dr. 
Abdullah himself, along with his colleague, Home Minister 
Mushtaq Ahmed Lone and some other dignitaries, waited for us 
till late. However, because of Aslam’s illness, we couldn’t reach 
Srinagar in time. The dinner was put off in the end. 

In the moming we visited the Hazratbal durgah, the symbol of 
the piety of the Kashmiris, and prayed for peace in Kashmir. The 
atmosphere in the area grew tense soon. Some local youth, like at 
the Shahdara-e-Sharif near Rajauri a couple of days ago, gathered 
around us and started asking pointed questions to the volunteers: 
“Why didn’t you come earlier?’, ‘Did you ever mourn the deaths 
of Muslims in the valley?’, ‘What do you people think about the 
army?’ and so on. They tried to take some of us aside on the pretext 


of offering tea. We simply excused ourselves and left, like on the 
previous occasion. 
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Our next destination was Baramulla. When we reached there, 
we saw frantic movements of the army in this town. The town’s 
border with Pakistan saw heavy exchange of firing fora minimum 
of 12 hours every day. When we reached there, the army was 
engaged in a heavy gun-battle with the Pakistani military. We 
however decided to stick to our plans and started off from in front 
of the Collector Office. When we marched through the streets, the 
residents were watching us curiously. Some of them came forward 
to collect and read the pamphlets we were carrying. When they 
understood our objective, they remarked that this was the first time, 
someone was trying to understand them and that this was indeed 
the need of the hour. They even averred that they are with us in our 
endeavour. 

When we were marching on the streets, we noticed an innocuous 
looking red Maruti car following us wherever we went. The people 
inside the car looked quite suspicious. We were worried and 
cautious. When we finished, we quickly started our journey back 
to Srinagar. The car was still tailing us. About 25 Km from 
Baramulla, the car finally backed-off and dissolved in the 
background. 


16 July 1998 


We met Yasin Malik in Srinagar today. We explained to him 
the objective of the Yatra and also invited him to come to our 
houseboats to meet with all the volunteers. He consented. 

At exactly 12 noon, we began the March from the Lal Chowk. 
A Tata Sumo car with our banner leading the way, behind it, the 
green T-shirt wearing Peace Marchers walking with military 
discipline and two more Sumo cars were at the rear. That was how 
the procession was organized. We had been warned by journalists, 
military officers and the police, about the possibility of some mishap 
in the Lal Chowk. They obviously knew better, but then we wanted 
to convey to the people the message that the moral power in peace 
is always greater than that of guns. After all who doesn’t want 
peace? And we were advocating that, nothing else. Obviously, we 
were taking a risk, but we wanted to let the people in Kashmir and 
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for that matter the world, know that we are prepared to take even 
this risk to our lives for peace to return to Kashmir. We started off. 

People slowly started gathering along the road and watched us 
with great interest. After reading the pamphlets, some asked 
questions like, ‘Who helped you organize the March?’, Have you 
been sent by the government?’, ‘How come you are moving about 
without a security cover? Don’t you fear for your life?’, ‘Where 
were you all these years? There are so many innocent Kashmiris 
killed here in the past decade...’ When we replied to them 
something like, ‘We are here to share your suffering and sorrow...’ 
one person retorted, “There is only suffering here, nothing else. 
And there is nothing you can do for us. Just pray for us...’ Some 
youths even isolated a volunteer and tried to take him away from 
the rest of us. We managed to get him back. Someone asked, ‘The 
army is beating up ordinary people, what you can do about it?’ 

But overall, the people admired our effort, the first ever of the 
kind in the last ten years. At the end of the March near Pratap Park, 
tension developed all ofa sudden. We quickly sent all the volunteers 
to their houseboats. 

Later on we learned that the police had arrested four armed 
militants who were discreetly following us, before they could do 
anything. A chill ran up our spines! 


Meeting with Yasin Malik 


In thc evening, a prominent leader of the Hurriyat Conference 
and JKLF, Yasin Malik, came to our houseboats to meet us as 
promised. He was accompanied by his colleague Javed Mir. 

“It is ten years now, since I last came to a houseboat in the Dal 
Lake and Nine since I sat in a Shikara,” Yasin said as he entered 
our shikara. “I am Yasin Malik, a JKLF activist,” he introduced 


himself and proceeded to give us his background. “I entered the 
movement after studying till 12" 


was a sixteen year old boy. So fa 
my life in the jail and I don’t even reme 


been into in this period. I have undergone a small heart 
and I am now the Chairman of JKLF. 
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“I joined JKLF because of the unrest in the state. Iam fighting 
for a dream of an independent Kashmir. Kashmir is as much a land 
of the Sufis, as it is of the Hindu Rishis and Munis. But this holy 
land is now carrying the stains of innocent blood. They have 
desecrated this land by the human sacrifices. You must be reading 
about the number of corpses collected here everyday. My Kashmiri 
brothers and sisters are being killed and raped. Even a blind man 
will point to Kashmir as a glaring example of anarchy. We do not 
want the moncy or property from anyone, we want Independence, 
We don’t want Pakistan and we don’t want India; ascendancy of 
both, is equally unacceptable to us. We are bom to be free and we 
will remain free!” 

“But what does one identify you as, a freedom fighter or a 
militant?” we asked. 

“India was ruled by the British,” Yasin replied, “and many 
freedom fighters fought for her independence. Some of them were 
violent and some non-violent. Would you call Bhagatsingh a 
militant? Mangal Pande and Rajguru, were they militants too? Why, 
they too exploded bombs, used arms, plundered the British. Then 
why we, who do the same things, are called militants and terrorists 
and not them? Their objective was the same as ours, independence. 
They fought for Independent India; we are fighting for Independent 
Kashmir,” Yasin was visibly agitated. 

“It appears that the demand for Independent Kashmir draws 
more on violence than non-violence.” 

“Tell me which state in India is peaceful? Can you name it? 
There are so many states, where only the guns talk. Take Punjab; 
take Assam, Tamil Nadu and Nagaland. But nobody talks about 
them. It’s only Kashmir that people talk about.” 

“What would you say about the gruesome incidence of 
Vandhama?” à ; 

“That was a highly deplorable incident. The Kashmiri Pandit 
brethren were killed like dogs in that incident. It is still not known, 
as to who perpetrated that. The military is not allowing anyone to 
enter Vandhama. Why? The whole episode is dubious. Itis difficult 
to understand why the government is scared to initiate enquiry into 
the gory incident,” 
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“Do you think the young Kashmiri men and women, who haye 
left Kashmir to study elsewhere, will ever return to the state? 

“A majority of those who are pursuing education outside the 
state are Pandits. I don’t know about them, but the Muslim youth 


will definitely return.” 

“What about the elections?” 

“What elections? How can you conduct the elections in a place 
where the opinion of the public is disregarded? We are not interested 
in elections. Please remember that we have resorted to the gun 
only after all our peaceful attempts were blocked. We have always 
been exploited and you are bound to see the reaction.” Expressing 
his feelings in this fashion, Yasin categorically maintained that the 
people of Kashmir are essentially good people and people from 
the entire country are welcome here. He expressed deep concern 
about the lack of employment opportunities in Kashmir and stressed 
that although everybody castigates him as a ‘militant’, he is anything 
but that. 

Yasin was on the houseboat with us, for about two full hours. 
At least the communication had begun. When the ‘enemy’ is one 
of the family, you win him over by love, don’t you? 


After dinner, the volunteers began singing Marathi and Hindi 
songs to the beats of dholak. Other tourists, the houseboat and 
shikara-owners, all came around and joined the party with 

Kashmiri songs and dances. The owner of our houseboat was 
in tears, 

“For the past decade, we are only hearing the sound of gunfire. 
The sound of dholak today, after so many years, is so sweet to 
hear...” he said. 

“We wouldn’t mind one meal less in a day, but we want peace,’ 
the Kashmiris were pleading. Everywhere, there were widows and 
orphaned children and a constant dilemma for the men, of whether 
to take to the gun and perhaps make one of the sisters a widow, or 
to refuse the gun and maybe make one’s own wife a widow. The 
extreme and constant fear of bullets had rendered their faces 

incapable of betraying any emotions. They haven’t smiled for the 
past ten years and the tears have flown so many times that they 
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refuse to roll down anymore, for anything. The Kashmiri man’s 
(and woman’s) eyes have the fear permanently etched in them. 

The ‘Sant Sufi Sandesh Yatra’ succeeded to the extent of 
reaching the Kashmiri people and conveying the message of peace 
to them. Like the houseboat-owner said, they heard the sound ofa 
dholak instead of a round of gunfire, after so long. 

We witnessed a smile on their faces, even though the dark 
shadow of fear was still very much there. The Yatra conveyed to 
the Kashmiris that peace is our aim and we have taken the first 
step. That’s important! 


3 August 1998 


We were happy about the response to our Peace March and the 
overall impact it had on the people we had met, until now that is! 
When we reached Pune, the front pages of all the newspaper were 
full of another massacre of Hindus, this time in a village in the 
Himachal Pradesh. 

We met with the Muslim preachers and leaders in Pune and 
discussed with them the possibility of their coming forward and 
publicly denouncing the incident. That would give a message to 
the nation that even the Muslims in the country are worried about 
Kashmir. They were already thinking on those lines and thus came 
together on the ‘Sarhad’ platform to collectively and publicly 
proclaim the dastardly act as ‘unislamic’. Unfortunately, a noted 
scholar Prof Ances Chishti, who took part in this initiative, had to 
see his house being stoned by some angry Muslim youths. 

Apparently, the protestors were furious with all the leaders and 
thinkers who condemned the Himachal tragedy. While no one 
bothers about the incessant killings of the Muslims, why should 
these people take lead in denouncing only when Hindus were the 
victims, was their question. 

Itis an international conspiracy to incite communal riots between 
the Hindus and Muslims in India. The youth on either side are 
incited to indulge in violence, thereby disrupting the communal 
harmony and peace in the country.The youth therefore is well- 
advised to refrain from falling prey to the propaganda and emotions 
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because it is easier to break something than it is to build it up. 


2 February 1999 


Unemployment too, is an issue in Kashmir 


Mushtaq Ahmed Lone, the state Home Minister of Kashmir, 
who had arranged for a salutary dinner for the Sant Sufi Sandesh 
Yatra in Srinagar and who is very high on thc hit-list of the militants 
in Kashmir, came to Punc on the invitation of ‘Sarhad’, He belongs 
to the Kupwara district. He appealed to the audience to create 
affection in the minds of the Kashmiris. 

“Jammu-Kashmir is basically a peace loving state,” Mushtaq 
Ahmed Lone said in his public speech. “There never was any 
criminal or violent tendency in Jammu-Kashmir, During the 
partition of India, there were Hindu-Muslim communal riots 
virtually in all states, except Jammu-Kashmir. In this ever peaceful, 
pious land of the saints, in the past decade, somehow the sound of 
gunfire is echoing. It all began ten years ago, when some local 
youths were incited by some elements across the border. The 
violence that started as a result of that has claimed more than 20,000 
lives till date.” 

Commenting on the present situation, the Minister said, “The 
state Government in Jammu-Kashmir, like any other state, has taken 
some steps towards its development. The democratic system is 
beginning to bear fruits. Elections took place in the state and the 
Central government too dealt with the militants with an iron hand. 

As an outcome of all this, the situation is returning to normal 
gradually. Of course, we do not claim that everything is hunky- 
dory now: but compared to the last ten years, the situation in 
Kashmir is much better today. We are trying to quell the militancy 
with all our might. Even there is a great shift in the attitude of the 


themselves and that of their children. 


“The biggest issue in Kashmir however, is unemployment. 
Taking that into consideration, last year we absorbed about 44,000 
young men and women in the government jobs. This of course Is 


108 | Bonding with Kashmir 


not the end. Our government is working on many fronts at the 
moment: to restore the law and order situation, to create a trust in 
the minds of the general public, to recall all those who have left 
the state in the past decade and help them in their rehabilitation 
and to recreate the infrastructure that has collapsed in the terrible 
violence that the state has scen. I appeal to people in all Indian 
states, to come forward and work towards building trust anda sense 
of unity in the minds of the Kashmiri populace, like what ‘Sarhad’ 
is doing. That will help us restore the peace in Jammu-Kashmir. 
Initiatives like the “Sant Sufi Sandesh Yatra’ are definitely 
constructive and the respective state governments should extend 
all possible help to the voluntary organizations like ‘Sarhad’, in 
their work.” 

During the Ministcr’s stay in Pune, we also organized a meet of 
all the tour operators in Maharashtra. The mect was very successful. 
Maharashtra is linked with Jammu-Kashmir because of the 
Vaishnodevi and Amarnath pilgrimages. Millions of devotees from 
Maharashtra visit Jammu-Kashmir every year for these two 
pilgrimages. 

“The secessionists tell the Kashmiris that we can be like 
Switzerland, if we break away from India. You will get tourists 
from all over the world in that case and that will change your life 
for better. We in the government try and convince the people 
otherwise and stress the importance of remaining a part of India. 
We tell them how it is difficult for Jammu-Kashmir to be an 
independent country. We are also fighting the militants with that 
conviction. Thankfully, the Indian people in general have started 
showing an affection towards us and the integration of the 
Kashmiris into the mainstream has just about begun,” the minister 
said on the occasion. 

The elections took place in Jammu-Kashmir and as a reaction 
to that there were several attacks on the military bases. The army 
jawans who died in these attacks got all the sympathy from the 
nation. Their families received financial assistance and various 
honours. There is no denying that this was essential and just. But 
think of the ordinary Kashmiris who too died in similar attacks. 
The jawans have surely made the ultimate sacrifice for the country 
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and as such, must be honoured, respected and their families must 
be taken care of. However, the sacrifice of same magnitude by the 
Kashmiris can never be any less important. We ought to think about 
compensating them and their families too, in some way. That, 
unfortunately, is not happening. Sadly, all the political parties, 
organizations, the Central government and even the local state 
government is lacking in this. 


20 February 1999 
The Kargil lesson 


The entire country watched on television today, as the Prime 
Minister of India, Shri Atal Behari Vajpayce sat in a bus along 
with several dignitaries from different fields and putting behind 
the history of 52 long years, filled with bitter wars, hatred and ill- 
feeling, left for Pakistan by road, to create a new history, which 
will have its pages written in love, cooperation and peace. He 
crossed the Atari-Wagha border gate near Amritsar in Punjab. 

About seven months after ‘Sarhad’ volunteers went and raised 
slogans of brotherhood at the same place, today, the Prime Minister 
of the country was seen and the slogans that rent the air right now 
were not much different from what we raised then. The national 
anthem was being played by the army band. Pakistani counterpart 
of Shri Atal Behari, Mr. Nawaz Sharief was present on the other 
side of the border to welcome the Indian Prime Minister. The army 
Jawans and the common public of both countries, who all this while 
only sneered at each other, were now grecting each other. When 
Shri Atalji got down from the bus and took Mr. Nawaz’s hand to 
greet him, the photographers from all comers of the world asked 
them to freeze the posture for some time, so that they can capture 
the historic moment in their cameras. An unforgettable moment it 
was, no doubt about that. 

The mutual resolve to put the painful past behind and the great 
feeling of relief, that ensued the pact, was difficult to capture even 
for the most advanced of the cameras. The fe 


eeling however, had lit 
up millions of minds on both sides of the border, 
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The volunteers of ‘Sarhad’ were thrilled watching the 
proceedings at the border. No longer will Mumbai have any bomb 
blasts, no longer the brave army jawans posted in Kashmir will be 
attacked, no longer will the innocent Kashmiris get killed in the 
mindless and pointless massacres. . . Everything will be alright now! 
The millions and millions of Indians saw a faint light of a bright 
and peaceful dawn on the horizon. Some of the volunteers of the 
Sant Sufi Sandesh Yatra, who were not quite convinced about our 
slogan of Bharat-Pakistan Bhai-Bhai...when we raised it back then, 
mellowed somewhat with the turn of events. 

But the fate alas, held something else in store....... 


21 May 1999 


Before the ink dried on the pages of the dispatches that described 
the historic bus journey to Lahore by the Indian Prime Minister, 
the newspapers had a lot of material to report and write about and 
that wasn’t exactly glorious, as one would expect it after such a 
mega event. The Pakistan-motivated and trained militants and 
mercenaries had started a large scale infiltration in Kargil, Dras, 
Pandras and Batalik areas in Jammu-Kashmir. What started as a 
trickle soon became a deluge and the entire nation realized that 
Pakistan had stabbed in its back. Somewhere, Mr. Nawaz Sharief’s 
involvement in this seemed unlikely. His facial expressions when 
he met Shri Atalji at Wagha in February earlier in the year were 
too genuine to be faked or mistaken. But then what about the present 
Situation? 

As the world came to know later, the Pakistani Army Chief, 
General Parvez Musharraf had stabbed Mr. Nawaz in the back. 


23 May 1999 


Contrary to the initial reactions of Chief of the Army, General 
Ved Prakash Malik, Defence Minister Mr. George Fernandes and 
Lt. Gen Krishnan Pal, it soon dawned on these highly placed 
officials that the Pakistani ‘adventure’ had much more to it than 
infiltration. 
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Although Kargil, Dras, Pandras and Batalik are geographically 
a part of Jammu-Kashmir, the people in this region have always 
been very different from the Kashmiri populace. Unlike anywhere 
else in the state, the shops in these areas do not shut down at the 
sunset. The people here are as if thousands of miles away from 
Kashmir, even though they belong to Kashmir. 


24 May 1999 


The bodies of soldiers dying in action have started arriving. 
The military bases in the above mentioned areas have been 
systematically attacked. More and more troops are being deployed 
in Kargil, as reinforcement for the frontline soldiers. But the 
difficult terrain and the severity of the battle madc it tough to remove 
the wounded soldiers from their positions or the battlefield. The 
white snow became pink and then turned red; so much blood was 
spilt... The atmosphere in the rest of the country too began heating 
up as more and more casualties and loss of life was being reported. 
People came forward to offer help for the families of the dead 
army men. 

I called Mr. Mushtaq Ahmed Lone, State Home Minister of 
Jammu-Kashmir and asked him about the situation and about 
whether the people are helping our anny. He said, “The military 
has barred everyone from going anywhere close to the area. The 
directly affected villages are evacuated, but in some areas even the 
civilians have had to bear the brunt of the Pakistani attack. 

“The incursion is concentrated in the barren hilly terrain,” he 
added and said, “We all, including Dr. Farooq Abdullah suspect 
that this is a strategic attempt to cut off Leh from India.” 

The governor of the state is still maintaining that this is a minor 
infiltration case, but the situation is much direr according to Mr. 
Lone. Having learned this much, we started communication with 
Imdad Saki, the daily Sakal Correspondent in Kashmir, Zahoor 
Malik of the Kashmir Times, Mujamil Jalil of the Indian Express 
as well as Shabbir Shah and Mufti Mohd Sayeed. While discussing 
with these people about what, if anything, we can do in this situation, 

we realized that we need to do something that will support the 
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Sharad Pawar with Kashmiri children at the Nehru Center, Mumbai 
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Sushma Nahar with some of these women in Kunan - Poshpura Dist. Kupwara 
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army in some way and reinforce the shattered confidence of the 
common man. 


27 May 1999 


Even the Indian Air Force has now come into play to stop the 
incursion. This is no less than a war and that’s a bad news. The 
war is being fought in Jammu-Kashmir and no one knows how 
long it will last. The state and the people of Jammu-Kashmir are 
sure to incur a huge damage in this war. We informed Dr. Farooq 
Abdullah that if he plans to start the rehabilitation schemes 
proactively, volunteers of ‘Sarhad’ are ready to do any work that 
may be assigned to them 

I spoke to Dr. Abdullah’s secretary Shobharam in this regard, 
He told me that he would talk to the Chief Minister and come back 
to me. We conveyed similar messages to General Ved 
PrakashMalik, the Governor of Jammu-Kashmir and the Defence 
Minister Mr. George Fernandes. 


5 June 1999 
We can only say ‘Thank You!’ 


School children from all over the country were writing emotional 
letters to the soldiers and the Ministry of Defence was carrying the 
letters to the battlefield and delivering them to the soldiers. The 
letters were very touching. One of the letter read as, “Dear brave 
soldiers, you are dearer to us more than our lives. It is because you 
fight on the battlefront, that we can go to sleep peacefully in our 
homes, go to school everyday, play in the garden...We can never 
compensate you enough for what you do for the country. Not just 
us, nobody ever can do that. We can only say ‘Thank You!’ 

We decided to go and help the residents of Kargil, because they 
know their territory well and so, can help the soldiers and in tun 
serve the country. In order to decide the nature of help, a three- 
man team of ‘Sarhad’, under the leadership of Rajendra Pandit of 
the Rupee Cooperative Bank, went to Kargil. 
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The team met with the Special Officer of the state Home 
Ministry, Mr. Jehangir Mir and the state Home Minister Mr. 
Mushtaq Lone. Mr. Lone helped them in every possible way. It 
was he, who secured permits for them to visit the battleficld. The 
team then toured the villages and towns in the battle-zone. They 
met and discussed with the military officers, journalists, the ministry 
etc. 


25 June 1999 


As per the information received today from the team in Kashmir, 
the situation there is very grim. More than 25,000 people from the 
battle-affected areas had migrated to Sonmarg. These people, who 
could have been a great help to the army, were living in pathetic 
conditions after migrating. They were starving and had nothing to 
protect themselves from the chilly weather. Their children too were 
going hungry. The schools in the Dras, Pandras, Batalik, Matayan, 
Kargil and Mushko Valley were closed. The Pakistani misadventure 
had made these people refugees in their own land and they were in 
a desperate need of help to survive. Ironically, these people knew 


the area like the back of their hands. 

Mushtaq Lone, the State Home Minister and his Officer on 
Special Duty (OSD) Jehangir Mir were actively helping us. We 
requested the Chief Minister to allow us to adopt some of the worst 
hit villages in Kargil, so that we can start the rebuilding and 
rehabilitation process. We contacted Sharad Pawar, who generally 
takes a constructive view in such situations. His secretary in Delhi, 
IAS officer Chandra Iyengar liked our Proposal to immediately 
Start with the supply of essential commodities to help the state 


administrative machinery. He assured us that he would discuss the 
matter with Sharad Pawar. 


27 June 1999 


Till date, the militants have destroyed hundreds of bridges, 
government buildings, schools, theatres, temples and durgahs in 
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Kashmir. On one hand, due to the volatile conditions, there were 
no tourists, adding to the unemployment of the youth and on the 
other, these people were destroying the government property. The 
security related expenses were mounting. There was no chance of 
any developmental work to take place anywhere in the state. With 
the growing number of casualties on the battlefront, the retaliatory 
emotions and tempers were running high. 

We kept following up with the Jammu-Kashmir state 
government to establish a fund for the rehabilitation and 
reconstruction work in the state and take lead in this work. From 
our side, the Bank Employees Union pledged rupees ten lakhs in 
the form of essential commodities for the purpose. Many others 
also offered their support in a big way. 

All the top authorities being extremely busy, we decided that 
we would distribute the stoves, rice, pulses, blankets, oil and warm 
clothes for the small children etc to the refugees directly. 


17 August 1999 


After we published an article in the Pune newspapers about 
the condition of the refugees in Jammu-Kashmir, we received 
hundreds of calls offering help. We asked the people to aid in the 
form of not money, but the essential commodities listed above. 
Soon we received this aid and it filled a complete bogie of the 
train. A team went to Kashmir with the goods. Initially the army 
officers refused them permission to go to Kargil, but eventually 
they cooperated. The team then went to Matayan, Minji, Paniker, 
Machchil, Pandras, Sonmarg and Gulmarg and distributed the 
material directly to the people. 

This was the first relief package to come from anywhere in 
India and had a very good impact on the people in these areas. 
Later on the Chief of Staff of the Army sent us a letter appreciating 
the initiative. The letter said that the feedback received by the army 
from the people who received this aid, reflects a great positive 
impact on them. The initiative has conveyed to the people a message 
that the country cares for them. The letter was an acknowledgement 
of the work ‘Sarhad’ was doing. 
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Subsequently, even the Jammu-Kashmir government made 
available rice and quilts at subsidised rates. Dr. Farooq Abdullah 
termed our volunteers as ‘angels’ and then put the government 
machinery in action to provide relief in all the villages along the 
border. i 

Some of the items were also donated to the Jammu-Kashmir 
Yateem Trust, a Srinagar based organization working for the 
welfare of the orphans in the state. A. R. Hanjura, the secretary of 
the Trust, humbly accepted the aid and he, along with the children 
in the Trust Orphanage thanked our volunteers. 


18 October 1999 


We decided that we must take the children, who are susceptible 
to the influence of the advocates of the power of the gun and who 
stay in a constant shadow of terror, away from Kashmir and show 
them India, they do not know exists. They only sce the Indian 
military and the other security forces. They only sce the insincere 
politicians. They only see the corrupt government officials. Now 
we will show them the India that taught tolerance to the world. We 
will show them the India that is a unique example of Unity in 
Diversity, in terms of the religions and faiths, languages and 
subcultures, progressive thoughts and pride of the traditions. We 
will show them the brilliant advances of the Indians in business, 
technology, science et al. Then these young impressionable minds 
will develop a broader view and will start looking at things with a 
different perspective as against the monochromatic vision they are 
being systematically taught to have. They would then come back 
and see their own people and not enemies, in the army uniform. 
That is one of the most essential paradigm shifts that can happen. 

We named it the ‘Know India’ tour and invited 27 young 
Kashmiri orphans in the Yateem Trust mentioned earlier to come 
to Maharashtra. These young lads belonged to the families who 
were the unfortunate victims of the militancy and came from 
Kupwara, Anantnag, Baramulla, Badgam, Pulwama, Srinagar etc. 
All of them were stepping out of Kashmir for the first time in their 
life. They only knew the blood-stained soil of Kashmir. 
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Mushtaq is one among them. His father was a school teacher in 
Kupwara. Mushtaq was also studying in the same school and in 
his father’s class. One day, some unidentified gunmen came to the 
school and into the class of Mushtaq’s father. They demanded tea. 
The teacher asked someone to go and get the tea for these people. 
All of a sudden, the gunmen picked up their guns and in broad 
daylight, right in front of the small children in the classroom, gunned 
the teacher down. One can only imagine the trauma of little 
Mushtaq, who saw his father’s body being pierced with bullets 
from a close range. The two hundred odd children in the school 
were shocked beyond belief, seeing their teacher lying ina pool of 
blood in the class. The children, who witnessed the gory scene in 
the classroom, were permanently mentally scarred. Mushtaq was 
orphaned. 

Another boy, brother of Sadaf Altaf, a 13-year-old girl from 
Pulwama, a town about an hour’s drive from Srinagar. The girl 
was playing on a nearby playground along with her brother. 
Suddenly, a hand-grenade landed and exploded on that cheerful 
crowd of children. Sadaf died instantly and her brother, who was 
lucky enough to survive, saw her blowing up into pieces. A scene 
he just cannot seem to forget... 

About half of the very young boys and girls in Kashmir have 
heart-wrenching stories like those of Mushtaq and Sadaf, to tell. 
‘Sarhad’ has resolved to work towards psychological rehabilitation 
of these children. Arranging the visit to Maharashtra, of the boys 
from Yateem Trust to Maharashtra was the first, small step in this 
direction. 
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4 December 1999 
We are not orphans anymore; these are our own people 


Fourteen year-old Mohammad Asif thought that a train is 
nothing more than a long wall-like structure. He didn’t know you 
could sit, sleep or walk inside it. It was a big wonder for the boy, 
who had lost both his parents in a blast, when he was just cleven 
years old. On reaching Pune, Maharashtra, he was amazed to sce 
people roaming in the streets even after dark and that there are 
hardly any policemen around. He was quite incredulous because 
he hadn’t seen such an atmosphere in his own state since he was 
born. 

Gulzar, 9 and Zakir Hussain, 8, were travelling anywhere for 
the first time in their lives. Both have lost their parents. When they 
were brought to Pune, the first thing they asked me if there is any 
orphanage here. They further asked me if they could meet someone 
here. Are they allowed to talk to people in the street? 

Shahnawaz Hussain wanted to see and mect Bollywood hero 
Aamir Khan and cricket legend Sachin Tendulkar. 

Gulzar said they all were inured to secing bombs explode and 
guns rat-tatting all around. Everyday, while going to school if this 
happens, they have to run and reach the school or return home. In 
December, the schools are closed due to the heavy snowfall, but 
there are many holidays even otherwise, on account of curfew and 
crackdown etc. The exams in the school are as irregular as the 
school itself. 

Some children wanted to meet another Bollywood superstar 
Shah Rukh Khan while some others wanted to go to sea. Almost 
all of them wanted to just gO out in the tension-free atmosphere. 

These children with their little dreams left Srinagar on 27" 
November and reached Pune today. The pioneer of establishing 
voluntary organizations in Kashmir, Tak Zengiri, had founded the 
Yateem Trust. The children were being raised by the trust, after 
the sudden, unexpected and cruel end of their family life. 

Someone’s father had stepped out of the house to buy vegetable 
and was killed in the outbreak of crossfire between the armed 
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militants and the security forces. Someone had their parents killed 
in cold blood because they refused to help the militants in some 
way. The pain of losing one or both the parents for no rhyme or 
reason and all too suddenly, were the common factor among them. 
Otherwise everyone had a sordid tale to share. 

The grand welcome on the Pune railway station left the children 
speechless because they had never seen or experienced the warmth 
of people other than their own parents. They were too young for 
that and now of course their parents are not there either... 

About 500 schoolchildren from different schools in Pune had 
gathered for the welcome function organized in the Rana Pratap 
Park in the city. They all welcomed the Kashmiri children and 
freely mingled with them. When do you have your vacations? When 
does it rain in your state? What is the medium of instruction there? 
What games do you all play? These and such questions were the 
most common enquiries from either side. They exchanged opinions 
and information on a wide range of subjects. After some time, the 
Kashmiri children sang the traditional Kashmiri songs and danced 
on their tunes, while the Pune children sang Marathi as well as 
Hindi songs for them. 


5 December 1999 


Today we took the boys to the Snake Park near Katraj in Pune. 
They were thrilled to see so many types of live snakes. Thereafter, 
we went to various schools and had lunch with the children from 
the families displaced due to earthquake in Latur and Osmanabad 
districts of Maharashtra‘s Marathwada region. About 10,000 people 
were killed and 30,000 injured while thousands were rendered 
homeless. Scores of children of these families were offered shelter, 
food and education in a hostel set up by Bharatiya Jain Sanghatana 
under the leadership of Shri Shantilal Mutha. in Wagholi, about 
20 Km from Pune. At another function renowned cartoonist Khalil 
Khan presented each of them with a caricature drawing of their 
own. The time with the cartoonist, the magic show, the visit to 
Peshve Park, was all like a dream come true for the children and 
they thoroughly enjoyed everything. They were seeing a very 
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different, enjoyable face of India. ce 

After a couple of days in Pune, we took the little Kashmiri guests 
to Mumbai. In a packed programme of two full days, they saw the 
different sides of the state capital of Maharashtra and financial 
capital of India. The experience would add to their sense of 
belongingness to India. Although they spoke a different language 
and carried some wrong notions in their minds, as they met different 
people who had genuine love for them, the children seemed to be 

‘thinking afresh about their situation. 

A visit to the Jijamata Udyan zoo made their day on the first 
day. Until now, they had seen animals like tiger, lion, elephant and 
rhino, only in their school books. The wonder in their eyes when 
the same animals were present in flesh and blood before them is 
indescribable. They were simply thrilled by the sight of the animals, 
Just ten feet away. 

Next stop was the Nehru Planetarium. That day they screened a 
program about Mars. Two of the Directors of the Planctarium, Dr. 
J. J. Rawal and Suhas Naik-Satam, were extremely cooperative 
and the children were wonderstruck. 

In the adjacent Nehru Science centre, Director Rawatela and 
Officer Manekar welcomed the children. Rawatcla himself 
demonstrated some scientific experiments. The children were so 
engrossed in the Centre that we had to literally pull them out for 
our next engagement. 


From the Science Centre to the screen idol Shah Rukh Khan. 
The children had obviously seen him on the movie posters and 
hoardings and some of them had seen his movies too. When we 
told them that we were going to meet the star, they kept talking to 
each other about him right till we reached the Empire Studio in 
Andheri. In the studio, the children met Lyricist Javed Akhtar, who 
is an advisor to ‘Sarhad’ and who has always helped us, whenever 
needed, Director Aziz Mirza, Actor Raj Babbar and finally...their 
favourite star, Shah Rukh Khan himself. The children went 
delirious. They took his autographs. The star presented ‘all with 
the music cassettes of his super hit film Phir Bhi Dil Hai Hindustani. 

That was the last programme on the agenda of an unforgettable 
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day for the children. We are sure they will cherish these memories 
for a long time. 

The next day was equally hectic. At 11.30 am, we were supposed 
to see the State Legislative Council or Vidhansabha of Maharashtra. 
After a round inside, we met the Speaker of the House, Shri Arun 
Gujrathi, who hosted a lunch for his little visitors. ‘Let me do at 
Icast this for these children,’ he said. 

We then went to the Gateway of India and had a ferry ride on 
the sea. The children born in the Himalayas found the sight of the 
vast ocean and the ferry ride on its water, an exciting and thrilling 
experience. The hot and humid atmosphere in Mumbai was ‘very 
hot’ for these Kashmiri children living close to the Himalayas, but 
the ferry ride refreshed them completely. 

We drove through the affluent Malabar Hill area and then went 
to the famous Haji Ali durgah. Like in Kashmir, they saw even 
Hindus visiting the durgah with as much devotion as a Muslim. 
They felt great after they touched their foreheads at the holy place. 
In the evening, the boys and girls of the Samartha Vyayam Shala 
(Gym) in Dadar, in the central Mumbai gave them a special 
demonstration of some amazing gymnastic routines. Watching the 
different skilful routines on the Pole Mallakhamb as well as Rope 
Mallakhamb, the traditional Indian Gymnastic disciplines, the 
children couldn’t stop clapping in appreciation. Mr. Uday 
Deshpande of the Gym weleomed the children. Also present for 
the function were retired Municipal Officer Shri G. R. Khairnar, a 
dashing and fearless Ward Officer in his time as well as well-known 
Police Officer Shri Suresh Pendse. The two gentlemen addressed 
the children. A notable event in the evening was the Pole 
Mallakhamb routines, one of the Kashmiri boys did impromptu 
and skilfully at that. 

The two-day visit to Mumbai was to formally end with a small 
function at the bungalow of the Mayor of Mumbai. This is where 
the children had stayed last couple of days. Shri Suhas Sonawane 
took care of all the arrangement for the children and the Mayor 
himself, Shri Hareshwar Patil along with his wife Mrs. Chhaya 
showered a lot of love on the children. One of the boys, Jafar, said 
that there should be more Mayors like Shri Hareshwar Patil in every 
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city. 

a child puppeteer, Satyajit Padhye and child magician Bhupesh 
Dave enthralled the children with their skills. The function was 
attended by Satyajit’s mother and wife of the world-renowned 
puppeteer Ramdas Padhye, Mrs. Aparna and a veteran cartoonist 
Vikas Sabnis. 

The organizer of this entire two-day visit, Dnyanesh Maharao, 
introduced ‘Sarhad’ to all the dignitaries. The Mayor too, expressed 
his feelings about the children and their visit. In the end, when 
Javed spoke on behalf of the young Kashmiri guests, he said, “Now 
we do not feel we are orphans!” That really touched the hearts of 
all present. Mrs. Chhaya Patil, wife of the Mayor was in tears, 
when the children bid them adicu after two days of stay. Her own 
grandchildren are away, staying overseas, but the way the Kashmiri 
children took charge of her house during their stay, she felt that 
they were her real grandchildren, returned home for vacation. The 
children too were emotional because of the love they got here; 
they had never dreamt they would ever get this kind of affection. 

The children didn’t want to leave Mumbai, really speaking. 
Someone said, ‘I want to live here forever,’ another boy Shabbir, 
said, ‘We all are One!’ 

‘Sarhad’ wanted to create in these young minds, a sense of 
belongingness toward Maharashtra and it looked like we were 
successful in achieving that. 


12 December 1999 


We went to visit the house of noted Marathi litterateur and the 
person voted as the most favourite personality of Maharashtra, Shri 
P. L. Deshpande at 4.30 pm today. 

We, along with Dilip Joshi of the Marathi periodical 
‘Chitralekha’, went to P.L.’s house (he is affectionately referred 
to and addressed with his initials) at sharp 4.30. His wife Mrs. 
Sunitabai welcomed the children and affectionately enquired about 

their life. She gave sweets to everyone. After that, P. L. came on 
his wheelchair and talked to every child. The youngest of them, 
Zakir Hussain, evoked special affection in everyone. When P. L. 


122 | Bonding with Kashmir 


asked the children what song they sing most in their homeland, 
they promptly broke into - 

Saare Jahan se achcha, Hindostan Hamara, 

Hum Bulbulen Hai Iski, Yeh Gulsitan Hamara 

(Roughly translated: Our dear India is the greatest country in 
the world, 

We are the Bulbuls and she is our garden)? 

P. L. then started singing the song, and the children gave him 
the chorus. The atmosphere in the living room was suddenly 
transformed by the sound of the patriotic song. P. L. asked the 
children to sing a Kashmiri song for him. One of the boys, obviously 
overwhelmed by the occasion and the great personality sitting in 
front of him, started singing shyly with his face down. P. L. went 
close to him and lifted his chin up. ‘Look up,’ he told the boy. In 
the end, an obviously moved P. L. said, “Dear little children, your 
home was perhaps small earlier, but now it has grown very big. 
Not just Kashmir, entire India is your home.” 

Shri Pradip Rawat, the BJP MP from Pune and his wife Mrs. 
Asha Rawat had arranged for a dinner for all the children. After 
interacting with the children during the dinner, the couple was so 
involved in them, that they decided that they would take up the 
responsibility of a couple of them. 

The Maharashtra tour of the children had come to end with this 
visit to this great human being. Everyone, especially little Zakir, 
had endeared himself to all of us very much. The children too had 
grown fond of us and Maharashtra in general, but then they had to 
return to their state. When the train started moving, each and every 
one of the boys had tears in his eyes. ‘Thank You!” the boys said to 
us, without even uttering a word.... 

This song has a special place in the heart of every Indian. Next 
to the national anthem 

‘Jana Gana Mana...’ this song is the dearest to all the Indians, 
young or old - Ed. 


2, 
Oo 
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Anna Hazare and Balraj Puri 


After the visit of the children from Yateem Trust’s Orphanage, 
we realized the need to do grass root level work in small villages, 
particularly in the sensitive areas of Kashmir. Those people have 
always been complaining about the funds from the Centre finding 
many outlets somewhere along the way, and not reaching them. 
Because of that, unemployment issue in these arcas is getting more 
and more serious and the youths therefore, are turning to militancy 
in increasing numbers. 

We started correspondence with the government in this regard. 
The Divisional Commissioner of Kashmir, Khurshid Ahmed Ganai 
conveyed to us the government’s decision to entrust ‘Sarhad’ with 
the implementation of the ‘Model Village’ scheme in Buttergam, 
dist Kupwara. The village is one of the worst-affected. In the 
meanwhile, we were pursuing the chief architect of the ‘Model 
Village? movement, Shri Anna Hazare, to work in Kashmir. Anna 
too was willing, but other states like Andhra, Madhya Pradesh and 
Rajasthan had kept him too busy in similar activities and he just 
couldn’t give enough time to take up more work. 

A senior journalist Shri Vijay Kuvalckar told Anna that his 
Services are needed more in Kashmir now and stressed that he must 
support what the young volunteers of ‘Sarhad’ are doing in Kashmir. 

When I learned about this, I met Anna again. I knew Anna 
personally since a long time. My paternal uncle, Shri Dhanraj Nahar, 
was an activist and was part of Anna’s close circle. Anna told me 
that he has decided to work in Jammu-Kashmir; however, he 
Suggested that we arrange a meeting of all the voluntary 
organizations working in Jammu first and then another one in 
Srinagar. He wanted to learn about the way of working and thoughts 
of these organizations and the challenges faced by them, before 
deciding how to proceed. He also Suggested that we should be in 
touch with Shri Ashok Jaitley, the Chief Secretary of Jammu- 
Kashmir, because we would need his help and support in our 
endeavour. Ashok was earlier the Director General of CAPART. 
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13 November 2000 


The man who played a very important role in the field of 
journalism and politics is Shri Balraj Puri. He has great respect in 
Jammu as well as in Kashmir. We convened the meeting of all 
voluntary organizations working in Jammu-Kashmir, at the Jammu 
Press Club and Balraj Puri presided over this meeting. About 50 
organizations took part in the meeting, A. R. Hanjura of the Yateem 
Trust, Bhanwar Puri of the NABARD, Gen Chhibbar (retd), S.D. 
Jamwal, Amjad Bande, Gupta from SCOPE and many more 
organizations working in the fields of rural development, watershed 
management, women’s welfare and tree plantation, were present. 
One of the founders of the JKLF, Ghulam Dar was present for the 
meeting. His presence raised many an eyebrow. 

Among the various issues discussed in the meeting was the need 
for the Rural Development Schemes of the NABARD to be 
implemented through the women folk, so that they will earn some 
self-respect as well as that of the others, apart from taking care of 
their daily bread. Another issue that was discussed was that there 
are no schools in many villages. Furthermore, the unbridled 
deforestation has affected the rainfall in the region. Since many 
government and even police officials are involved in the illegal 
wood-cutting and trade, there is no check on the activity. This is 
destroying the ecological balance in Kashmir and ruining its natural 
grandeur. 

Because of the sustained neglect, nepotism and rampant 
corruption in the state the people have lost faith in the system. To 
win back their trust the fake charitable institutions and organizations 
floated by the corrupt officials and politicians should be weeded 
out. Finally, it emerged that the women in the state can be 
encouraged to take up handicraft and woollen clothes-making for 
earning their livelihood and the organizations like NABARD, 
CAPART can finance them for this. 

In his speech, Anna Hazare said, “We built Ralegan-Siddhi 
village, through the efforts and sacrifices of the people staying 
there. The government help comes later and we shouldn't depend 
on it. Admittedly, the situation here is different from the one in 
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Maharashtra. This state is weakened by the militancy and since 
the state machinery is in shambles, the NGOs necd to take the 
initiative in running its affairs. I will go to Delhi immediately and 
discuss the situation with Rangan Dutta, the Commissioner of 
CAPART and Shri Venkaiah Naidu, the Union Minister for Rural 
Development. However, in the initial phase, only those 
organizations, which are sincerely working in this area for at least 
five years, will be included in our programme.” 

That Anna has been engaged in selfless social work all his life, 
was known to everyone present so his words was an assurance of 
concrete action and hence a hope for the state. 

Balraj Puri in his address said, “The development work has to 
begin in Jammu-Kashmir, but that doesn’t obviate the need for the 
political initiatives to re-establish the democratic processes in the 
state. The Panchayat-raj system of local governance at the lowest 
level, which is so successful in other parts of the country, wasn’t 
implemented well in Jammu-Kashmir, leading to further alienation 
of the people from the government and its activities.” 

While expressing the need to end the militancy in the state as 
the pre-condition to any success in any development work, Puri 
welcomed the Centre’s recent peace initiative, in which it declared 
a ceasefire against the militants. 

Appealing the Centre to delve deeper in order to understand 
why the Kashmiris are asking for autonomy, Puri said, “The ever- 
compromising attitude of some of the leaders in dealing with the 
Centre, has served the interests of only the leaders. The interests 
of the state and along with it those of the ordinary people were 
always compromised. The apprehension about many promises by 
the Centre not being kept hasn’t helped the matter any. The ceasefire 
isa wisc decision; however, the Centre must remember to take the 
people into confidence, in decisions affecting the state.” 
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15 December 2000 
Anna Hazare in the valley, without security cover 


The meeting in Jammu with Anna Hazare infused a fresh hope 
in the voluntary organizations in Jammu-Kashmir and they 
requested him to conduct a similar meeting in Kashmir as well. 
Meanwhile, Anna went to Delhi where everyone, from Defence 
Minister George Fernandes to the Rural Development Minister 
Venkaiah Naidu requested him to take lead in this matter. As soon 
as this was conveyed to us, we contacted the representatives of the 
Kashmir-based NGOs and convened a meeting at the Centaur Lake 
View Hotel in Srinagar. The meeting received huge response. The 
state Minister of the Department of Building and Construction, 
Ali Mohd. Sagar, senior officials of CAPART and NABARD, the 
two Institutions mainly working for the Rural Development and 
many other NGOs attended the meeting. Some of them had come 
to the meeting expecting large chunks of government money. They 
were talking about schemes requiring nothing below lakhs and 
crores of rupees. We saw red and quickly made it clear that we 
would not plan anything relying on the government funding. If the 
government funds were made available, that will be welcome, but 
we would not wait for these to come by. We would start the work 
with people, with the help of their own contributions. The danger 
in making big plans with the government money was that it could 
have a crippling effect on the work, if it did not come in time or did 
not come at all, for some reason. We explained to them that Anna 
himself never waited for or relied upon the government help. 

This had its desired effect on those attending the meeting. 
However, they openly heaped a lot of accusations on the 
government officials and the ministers. They alleged that these 
two connived to mop up the government funds through fictitious 
voluntary organizations. The Minister Ali Sagar left the meeting 
ina huff because of the overall distrust on the politicians, without 
making any exceptions. Anna got to know the state of affairs by 
Just this one incident. He then told everyone that those villages 
which could raise some funds on their own would get assistance 
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from CAPART and there will be no middlemen involved in 
providing that assistance. The CAPART officials would call the 
people from the villages and hand over the funds to them directly. 

The day before the meeting in Srinagar, there were four instances 
of shootout in the city, which had killed more than 15 people. The 
meeting had assumed a special significance on this background. 
The success of the mecting would be meaningless, unless we visited 
the organizations which were doing good work in the area, and 
chalked out the future plans. We therefore went to Anantnag and 
visited the self-help groups there, the Rural Mission School, 
Badgam, Yateem Trust in Srinagar and some places in Baramulla. 

We spoke to several women, volunteers and youths. As is the 
case everywhere, we found that the women in these areas worked 
as much as or even harder than the men. 

A young woman named Yasmin was weaving a rug when we 
met her. She informed us that she worked with a self-help group. 
Such groups buy the small Kashmiri Gabbas (rugs) weaved by the 
village women. Nobody in her family was literate and because of 
that they have had to suffer a lot in their life. Her mother would 
frequently fall ill and her father never provided any attention to his 
wife. As a result, she wouldn’t get medicines in time. Being 
illiterate, her father couldn’t understand simple money transactions. 
In any case, there simply wasn’t enough money being carned. But 
now since she was earning about Rs. 100/-a day, she could manage 
her family. 

Another young girl, Shameema Rahman, said she has studied 
till 10" standard. After that she was married off by her family and 
she has two daughters now. Her husband in the meanwhile got 
drawn to the movement headed by Shabbir Shah and that spelt the 
end of her married life. With two daughters to take care of, she had 
no means to sustain the three of them. That was the time when she 
Started working for the Majestic Voluntary Organization. She 
learned typing and now she is learning to use computer. Her husband 
has given her ¢alag (divorce) and is now with Shabbir Shah, full 
time. She is slowly getting up on her own, she said. Vahida Khan, 

another woman, had a story to tell which was not much different 
from the above two. Since the militancy engulfed Kashmir, the 
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economy of the state has gone to dogs, she opined. It was getting - 
increasingly difficult to make the ends meet. There was a big 
question mark on the future of the children. She then joined the 
Kashmir Women’s Society. When she was young, the girl child in 
the family was not allowed to get education as per the diktat of the 
maulvis. Now she and her fellow-women insist their daughters to 
go to school. They don’t want their daughters to go through the 
ordeals they have undergone. While Vahida refrained from 
criticising the maulvis, she definitely took a stand against the 
orthodoxy. 
Anna patiently listened to every one of them. 

Our next visit was to the orphanage run by the Yateem Trust. It 
was heart-rending to see the small children, for whom all the joy 
of life seemed to have been extinguished. Nasir’s father was a 
militant himself. After some time however, he was disillusioned 
with that life and he surrendered himself to the government. He 
then started working towards building a normal civilian life for 
himself and his family, until he was gunned down brutally along 
with his family. Only Nasir survived the ghastly attack. He came 
to Yateem Trust as an orphan. All the children in the trust have a 
similar background and Maulana Saifullah, their caretaker at the 
Trust, told us the story of each of them. The tearful stories shook 
us to the core. 

Our visit to the actual places of work of the various organizations 
charged up those organizations and institutions and renewed their 
resolve to pull Kashmir out of the depths of pain and despondency. 

Anna was the special guest of the state government as such, he 
was provided with a government vehicle and full security cover. 
Sixteen jawans of the J&K Police and CRPF were guarding us all 
the time. 

I was insisting on Anna to meet the Hurriyat leaders, especially 
Shabbir Shah, Yasin Malik, Sayyad Ali Shah Geelani and Maulvi 
Mirwaiz, while he was in Kashmir. However, it was difficult and 
dangerous, to move around Lal Chowk in Srinagar, with all the 
entourage. It was also dangerous for those who we visit with all 
the government machinery around us. Above all, moving about 
with the transport and security provided by the government, could 
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make us look like acting on the government orders. The 
misunderstanding would have defeated our purpose. 

We decided to take a private vehicle for this purpose. While 
Anna was ready, the security officers were against the idea. Finally 
Anna gave a written undertaking, which absolved the government 
and the security forces from the responsibility in case something 
happened to him. 

After Anna submitted the letter to the concerned officer, we 
were allowed to follow our own path, on our own responsibility. 
The four of us, Anna, I, A. R. and Maulana Saifullah took a car 
and left. We had planned to meet Yasin Malik first and then Maulvi 
Mirwaiz. Yasin stays in the Maisuma part of Srinagar. As our 
vehicle was passing through Lal Chowk on its way to his house, a 
bomb blew up just about 100 feet away. The people had started 
running helter-skelter after the blast. We thought maybe the 
militants didn’t like us visiting Kashmir and perhaps we would be 
targeted next. But Anna was unmoved. He said, “I do not fear death. 
The real me had died when I was serving in the army long back. 
My present life is not my own and if it has to end in Kashmir, so be 
it.” 

More than the words, the calm and unperturbed face of Anna 
shook me. It is easy to say you don’t fear death, but when it actually 
stares in the face, most people are shaken and terrified. Anna 
however looked true to the words he spoke. Perhaps, the fear of 
the bullet and bomb, as far as he was concerned, had really ceased 

to affect him after the India-Pakistan war in 1965. Anna served in 
the Indian Army then. 

Soon we reached Yasin’s house. We explained to him the 
background of our visit. He knew Anna. 

“You have come here to do something for the people and we 
have nothing against that. We have a very bad experience of the 
government machinery though, so please, promise only that, which 
you can fulfil and fulfil what you promise the people. Some time 
ago, Rajyasabha MP Kuldip Nayyar had donated rupees one crore 
from the funds available to him as a Member of Parliament. He 

had donated the money especially for the orphans and widows in 
the state, however, somewhere in the administrative labyrinth of 
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the Home and Defence ministries and finally the District Collector, 
it is still stuck. Death doesn’t wait for anybody or anything. If 
people who have lost everything in their lives do not get the help 
from government in time, they would turn to undesirable ways and 
then everyone would wake up. So please do whatever you want to,. 
in time. If you are late in delivering a simple thing, people would 
refuse even if you were to give them the moon, later. Please win 
over the Kashmiris with love...” 

Anna assured him that there would be no government official 
involved in our work and that he would personally oversee the 
progress. We were with Yasin for about an hour and I can say it 
was well spent. 

By the time we left from there, it was late in the evening and 
the curfew had come into force. The army was stopping us in every 
square to check our credentials. Lal Chowk as mentioned many 
times earlier is a highly sensitive area; you can never tell, when a 
grenade will be hurled at you from any of the sides, more so after 
dark. That’s the reason; the area wears a deserted look after dusk 
everyday. The jawans on duty invariably shouted at us. For them, 
it was the time of the day and not so much that who is travelling, 
which was more important. They were doing their duty in this most 
sensitive place, far away from the warmth and safety of their 
families back home! 

When it was time for us to leave Kashmir, the representatives 
from all the voluntary organizations had come to the Srinagar airport 
to see us off. The way to the airport is heavily guarded. Well over 
two kilometres before the actual airport premises begin; there are 
security checks and cordoning. It’s another matter though, that a 
couple of months ago, the militants had managed to break even 
such an elaborate arrangement and had attacked the airport. 

All the people who had come to the airport to see us off had 
become emotional. They had realized that people, who had nothing 
to do with the government and had no personal gain, had come all 
the way to this place to help them: The love that they saw in our 
efforts touched a chord somewhere deep inside them. Dr. Amjad 
from Kupwara said, “You said that we should start the work with 
our own money. Let me tell you: we have already got the signboards 
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of ‘Sarhad’ made out of our contributions and are going to put 
them up today itself. We do not want to delay a good work. 


14 January 2001 


It’s the World Youth Day today and we have arranged a lecture 
of Kuldip Nayyar, a veteran journalist, known for his insightful 
knowledge about various national and international issues and 
affairs and the former MP. Yasin Malik had praised him for his 
sincere wish to help the orphans and widows of Kashmir, during 
our meeting last month. The topic of today’s lecture was obviously 
Kashmir. In our view the contribution of everyone, from the military 
officer who fights the militants to someone like Nayyar who has 
studied opinions on many important matters, is essential for solving 
the Kashmir issue. The country may be divided in its opinions on 
many things, but on Kashmir, there is a strong unity in it. That 
should be the spirit. Nayyar described one of the aspects of the 
Kashmir issue. In a nutshell, what he said is - 

eet There is no doubt that the ‘on-now, off-now’ kind of 
policies of the government at the centre are responsible for 
aggravating the situation in Kashmir and it will not get resolved, 
until the fundamental economic issues of the people there are 
resolved. 

aha The basic civic issues in Jammu-Kashmir have not been 
looked into during the last 52 years. The Centre does allocate crores 
of rupees for Kashmir, but those sitting in Delhi, do not bother 
about where the money actually goes or how much of it is actually 
utilized. Some people exploit the situation and the corruption 
begins. The youth in the state are frustrated because of this 
happening over and over again and they are an easy prey for the 
nefarious designs of the enemies of the country. This is why we 
need to fulfil the basic needs of the people in Kashmir to solve the 
problem there. Prime Minister Shri Atal Behari Vajpayee’s decision 
of ceasefire is a welcome step. It should have been taken much 
earlier. The issue of Kashmir is also related to the bilateral relations 
between India and Pakistan. Once the latter is addressed, the 
solution to the former will not take much time to resolve. For that 
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reason, there has to be a constant dialogue with Pakistan on different 
topics. The Lahore Bus journey was a good example of how this 
can be done...... In his speech, Kuldip Nayyar explained what needs 
to be done in Kashmir to help the return of normalcy in the state 
and also pointed out the challenges and dangers that lurk in the 
path. 


16 February 2001 


This year the second batch of children from Kashmir were 
brought to’ Pune, for the ‘Know India’ tour. ‘Sarhad’, in 
collaboration with the ‘Sarvoday Trust’ invited about 90 Kashmiri 
children to Pune; half of them orphans, in the age group of 7-14 
years and ten girls. 

The children in this batch are different than the earlier batches. 

If the late 90s saw abatement in violence in the valley, the 
beginning of the new millennium brought with it a sense of 
economic upliftment growing among the Kashmiri people. The 
change was conspicuous in the children of this batch. These 
children, compared to the earlier visitors, seemed to be much more 
mature and philosophical about the crisis back home. 

The children in the earlier batches presented a picture of grim 
reality and vulnerability. With the change in circumstances in the 
valley, the current team is much more open and willing to bond 
with outsiders they were meeting in Pune. There is a noticeable 
change in the attitude towards and the perspective of life, in these 
children. 

The shadow of militancy and the associated undesirable 
outcomes have together robbed hundreds of the children bom in 
the valley since the 90s. But each successive batch of children 
participating in the ‘Know India Tour’ manifests a changing outlook 
and level of acceptance of the situation. The children are showing 
a greater resolve to make it in life. 

“We hate the bloodshed that occurs in Kashmir everyday. We 
are living a prisoner’s life there. While we are in Pune, we will 
relax and try to enjoy as much as we can till our schools reopen in 
March. We want to watch a lot of Hindi films during our stay...” 
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The reaction of one of them shows how much they are fed up 
with the daily curfew, sounds of bullets and bombs and the constant 


turmoil. ; 
‘Sarhad’ and ‘Sarvoday’ volunteers welcomed the children to 


the city. 

ike schools in Kashmir are closed in January and February 
because of the severe winter. The academic year begins from the 
first of March. Most of the students in this batch were from the 
RMP School, Badgam, about 12 Km away from Srinagar. 

One of them, Shaukat Ahmed, said, “It’s a great feeling, having 
come this far from home for the first time.” Ijaz Malik and Mohd 
Rafiq said, “We study in the English medium and we like to watch 
the Hindi films. We have seen ‘Mohabbatein’ and want to watch 
the ‘Mission Kashmir’. Somehow we missed it back home, but we 
want to watch the movie here in Pune.” The children were aware 
that Mumbai has seashore and the Hindi film industry is also located 
in Mumbai. 

In the evening we took them to Rambo Circus, where the 
elephants welcomed them with garlands. The children were 
awestruck by the live, giant pachyderms and were moved by this 
gesture. Tomorrow, they will interact with the local school children. 


17 February 2001 


Veteran Santoor exponent Pandit Shiv Kumar Sharma, music 
director Naushadji, Tabla player Shaukat Ahmed, Indian classical 
vocalist Sanjeev Abhyankar met the children today. They had been 
brought together for the purpose by Dr. Shailesh Gujar, a social 
activist. 

Speaking to the children Pandit Shiv Kumar said, “I belong to 
Badgam in the Kashmir valley. I grew up there. I used to go to the 

-Jungle to practice Santoor. My art has a great influence of the 
Kashmiri culture and I am proud of it. But then do not consider the 
valley to be the world. The world is much too bigger than Kashmir. 
India is your country and we all are quite concerned about your 
future. The people of India are very affectionate and when you 
move around in the country, you will realize that there is no other 
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country in the world with such a liberal and tolerant culture as in 
India. I left Kashmir in 1960, yet my love and attachment towards 
it hasn’t diminished.” 

Naushadji said, “I see pain in your eyes. You might come across 
people telling you not to stay in India, but let me tell you my little 
ones; Muslims have a great respect in India. The film industry has 
a great contribution from the Muslims. So please do not fall for 
any false propaganda. It may be a dark night now, but there would 
be a dawn tomorrow. The darkness will give way toa golden light 
in Kashmir. Remember this and wait for that to happen, do not 
forget your country.” 

The children surely were awed by the two great personalities. 
Their message that India is their country was definitely going to 
register in their little hearts. The message, we hope, reaches the 
valley when these children go back. 

There were several cultural programmes arranged for the 
children in the city throughout the day. The movement of bonding 
Maharashtra with Kashmir and Kashmir with India was gathering 
Strength... : 


20 February 2001 


We met the hero of the film Mission Kashmir, Hrithik Roshan, 
in Mumbai. The star is extremely popular among the children all 
over the country and an opportunity to meet him was the dream 
come true for the Kashmiri children. Hrithik, when he met the 
Kashmiri children, gave each of them a photograph of his and 
personally signed them. He individually talked to all 90 children 
and asked them about their name, school etc. Young Gulzar, sang 
“Yeh mera Kashmir Hai’ (This is my Kashmir) for him and he 
greatly appreciated it. 

Later Hrithik posed with them for individual and group 
photographs. The photographs would become their ticket to fame 
in their villages. 

Kashmir really has the art, literature, music and sporting skills; 
the violence unfortunately, has overshadowed all these finer aspects 
of life there. ‘Sarhad’ has. vowed to bring them out of the shadow 
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and Hrithik appreciated our aims and efforts. He immediately 
offered to help in any which way, saying that he too wanted to do 
something for Kashmir. He even remarked that looking at these 
young orphans, he feels he should do a real-life Mission Kashmir. 

Hrithik’s words, if they reach Kashmir, will be more effective 
than the guns coming from across the borders. The power of love 
in those words is more than that of a nuclear bomb and this love is 
in India. Hope the message registers in the minds of the children. 

“Tf they erect something like this in Kashmir, the children won’t 
even look at the guns!” This remark of Shaukat after seeing the 
Nehru Science Centre, was quite striking for his age. 


11 April 2001 


The Kashmir issue has so many angles and sides to it, that there 
is a danger of losing one’s track if one tries to sit and understand 
each of them before initiating any action. Since we wanted to do 
something constructive and substantive, we focussed on action in 
an area which would definitely help the situation. Because we stayed 
away from mere rhetoric and got busy with practical and active 
contribution with whatever we could, we had earned the respect of 
the state administrators to the politicians and military officials to 
militant leaders. Since we do not have any personal interest in what 
we were doing, we are able to sustain the pressure with relative 
ease. 

‘Sarhad’ in fact is in a unique position, where the political 
leaders of different hues, each trust us for our selfless motives. For 
that matter, we are in this unique and at times catalytic position, 


safe and good life. 


At 9 pm, I received a call from Shabbir Shah of the Jammu- 
Kashmir Democratic Front. 

“Sanjaybhai,” he said, “I met Sharad Pawarin the Delhi-Srinagar 
flight in the aftemoon. He told me that you ‘Sarhad’ people keep 
mentioning my name often. He seems to be quite fond of you all.” 

“Yes, he isa visionary leader,” I said. 
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“Sharad Pawar told me that he and I should meet sometime,” 
Shabbir continued narrating about the meeting with Sharad Pawar. 
“I said to him that I was his humble servant and that he is welcome 
to my house for a cup of tea, over which we could discuss.” 

“Shabbirbhai, you must talk to Sharad Pawar,” I told him. “He 
carries a very constructive outlook towards Kashmir and he makes 
very useful suggestions.” 

“Yes, but he is also a friend of Dr. Farooq Abdullah, isn’t he?” 
Shabbir asked. 

I stopped before I said anything, as I wasn’t sure what he was 
thinking. 

“The Kashmir issue is no more restricted to a particular person,” 
I decided to change the track and said. “The state is reeling under 
violence and at such time, Sharad Pawar would give more 
importance to the interests of the people of Kashmir than his 
friendship.” 

Of course, Shabbir knew what I was telling him. They all knew 
Sharad Pawar quite well. That Sharad Pawar is a man to tum to in 
crises and indeed he is more effective in such Situations, was known 
to Shabbir.They will probably meet in Srinagar tomorrow. 


12 April 2001 


Hotel Grand Palace is in a very safe location in Srinagar. The 
hotel’s surrounding is very beautiful and Srinagar in April is an 
excellent place to travel to and stay in. In the days of British Raj, 
_ the top British officers used to come here on vacations around this 
time of the year. The practice pretty much continued even after 
India became independent. Since the last few years though, the 
officers or politicians do not dare to go to Srinagar. 

When I learned that Sharad Pawar is in the Grand Palace, I 
called him and told him about my conversation with Shabbir Shah 
and said that I know they are meeting today for tea. Sharad Pawar 
Confirmed that he is meeting Shabbir but clarified that he hasn’t 
come to Kashmir just for that. In fact, he said he is in Kashmir on 
a vacation with his family. However, he was going to try and see if 
he could meet some people of the Hurriyat Conference while he 
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was there. a 

ĮI wished him luck in his endeavour! I remembered that Principal 
Secretary. of the then Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi, Shri Ram 
Pradhan, has written in his book ‘My years with Rajiv Gandhi’ 
about the crucial role Sharad Pawar had played in the Rajiv Gandhi- 
Longowal accord at the height of the crisis in Punjab. Since the 
current Prime Minister Shri Atal Behari Vajpayee is well aware of 
Sharad Pawar’s capability of making positive contribution in such 
difficult situations, I am sure he will make good use of his skills. 


13 April 2001 


As it were, the meeting between Sharad Pawar and Shabbir 
Shah didn’t take place. Shabbir Shah later told me that he got a 
call from Vijay Dhar, son of veteran diplomat D. P. Dhar. 

“Vijay suggested that I should come over to the Grand Palace 
for the meeting,” Shabbir Shah said. “But I told him that I was 
busy and it would be my honour, if they could come to my house 
instead, as they are my guests here in Srinagar. If] come to Mumbai 
or Delhi, I would go to their place to meet them. 

“However,” Shabbir continued, “after some time, Vijaybhai 
called again and suggested that we meet at his place and drop the 
idea of Hotel Grand Palace as well as my house, as the venue. 
Then I told him again that it would not be good for me and that 
they should come to my house itself and that too, without the 
security paraphernalia, Ultimately, the meeting didn’t take place,” 
he concluded. 5 

When I spoke to Sharad Pawar, he said, “The Police didn’t allow 
me to go to Shabbir’s house. It was too much of a security risk, 
according to them.” 


Later on Sharad Pawar had to publicly deny being told to meet 
the Hurriyat leaders. 

I wish the meeting between these two leaders had taken place 
at this time. ‘Sarhad’ or no ‘Sarhad’, such exchanges and 
interactions are highly essential and would go a long way towards 
solving the crisis in the valley. .... 

Well, tomorrow is another day! We are prepared to wait. 
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22 May 2001 


Shabbir Shah very affectionately insisted that we come to 
Kashmir and here we are on our way to Srinagar. At the New Delhi 
airport, the security personnel frisked us and checked thoroughly 
our belongings before we boarded the connecting flight to Srinagar. 
They even confiscated my small kitchen knife, used for cutting 
fruits. They just didn’t want to take any risk. 

Finally we boarded the plane. This was the fifth time I was 
visiting Kashmir. The plane was full. Majority of the passengers 
were government and military officials, and the affluent Kashmiris. 
There were some beautiful young ladies, decked in the modern, 
tight-fitting clothes and hairstyles. They were accompanied by 
similarly dressed young men or their parents. However, as we went 
closer to Srinagar, their looks changed. The girls draped themselves 
with shawls and put on burgas to cover their heads and faces. Their 
companions too donned the typical Kashmiri, netted skull cap. 
People who expressed broader and more liberal views during the 
discussions so far also suddenly grew cautious in their choice of 
words as the plane approached Srinagar airport. 

On the Srinagar airport too, we came across only the military 
officials and the rich and famous among the Kashmiris. 

State Home Minister Mushtaq Ahmed Lone had made all the 
arrangements for us. However, we only retained one security officer, 
Parvez with us. We relented to keep him with us all the time because 
the Minister had forced us to. We refused to stay inany government 
rest house though and landed in the famous ‘Mother India’ 
houseboat at the Dal Lake. The houseboats in Kashmir are like 
Royal Palaces. In better times, they charged Rs. 1,500/- per room 
on a houseboat, but after the outbreak of violence in the past few 
years, the flow of tourists to the state dried up. We got the rooms 
for just Rs. 500/- per day. 
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23 May 2001 
Kashmir will see happiness again 


We went around the Dal Lake in a small shikara. We spoke to 
the vendors of handicraft, herbal medicines like shilajit, saffron 
and the smaller peddlers of mineral water, cold drinks, chocolates, 
biscuits etc. 

“There are at least three-four occasions in a year, when we feel 
that things will be alright now. But somehow, only god knows 
why, thing goes wrong!” Jaffar, our shikara rower said. “This time 
Shabbir Shah has decided that he will initiate a dialogue with the 
government and we are hoping that Kashmir will see happiness 
again...we will see the old Kashmir once again.” 

The people were quite appreciative of the ceasefire declared by 
the government, though their complaints about the ill-treatment 
meted out by the jawans are still there. Some of the traders of 
handicraft had been to Bengaluru, Delhi, Mumbai, Pune etc for 
exhibitions and they talked enthusiastically about the good response 
and treatment by the people in those places. They were clear about 
not going to Pakistan. Yet they were not unequivocal about staying 
in India either. 

They all believe that the Prime Minister Atalji is keen on solving 
the Kashmir issue and he is taking efforts for a better tomorrow for 
the people in the state. Everyone in Kashmir, high-browed or 
common man, they speak highly about Atalji. 

There were not many tourists in the Dal Lake. A few tour 
Operators in Maharashtra and Gujarat had brought some people. 
The ordinary people in Kashmir were very grateful towards 
Maharashtrians for coming over as tourists even at such times and 
also have developed a kind of affinity towards Maharashtra. That 
day, Omar Abdullah, Union Cabinet Minister and son of Dr. Farooq 
Abdullah, had arranged a party for some of his ministerial 
colleagues in the ‘California’ houseboat adjacent to our ‘Mother 

India’. Because of that, the security personnel kept scouring the 
Dal Lake and yet, Omar survived a grenade attack just outside the 
Lake. He was fortunate to have left the area Just 10 minutes before 
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the grenades burst. Kashmir has inured to the grenades anyway! 


24 May 2001 
Gulmarg 


Today we went to Gulmarg. You have the ‘Gondola’ ropeway 
in Gulmarg. About 14,000 feet high, it costs Rs. 100/- per trip. On 
the other side of the valley when you get down from the Gondola, 
the mule owners simply pester you to use their mules for the three 
Km distance to the snowy peaks. Most people prefer that mode of 
transport over the foot march. The mule owners start with Rs. 300/ 
- for the ride and if you are stubborn enough, end-up pleading to 
give at least Rs. 50/-. A period of three-four months is their only 
season of the year when they can eam some money because the 
tourists are there. These days even in this season there are hardly 
any tourists. The entreaties of the mule-owners make it difficult 
for you to say ‘No’. These people are mostly gujjars or bakarwals. 
They however, refuse to be drawn into any conversation where the 

_ names of Hurriyat or Shabbir Shah or Dr. Farooq Abdullah are 
mentioned. They just say that the politics is the root cause of all 
the problems in the state and avoid saying anything further. People 
like these and the hotel and food stall-owners in the area praise the 
foreign tourists because they pay them good money. But that was 
when the state was not besieged by the violence.... 


We are Kashmiris after all... 


Parvez, our security officer, is a police sub-inspector. He used 
to keep his distance in line with his duty to protect us. Eventually 
though, he relaxed and talked freely. 

“Sir, we belong to the State Police force, but the military stops 
even us many times and asks questions. Even the CRPF does that. 
Wherever you go in Kashmir, you will find that the people here 
are religious, but not fanatic. I tell you, although belonging to the 
same religion, I am sure they won’t be able to live with the Muslims 
in Punjab or say those in the Nagpada area of Mumbai. But they 
will live happily with the Kashmiri Pandits. We both are Kashmiris 
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after all.” 
Parvez also remarked that even in the local police department, 


there is no love lost for the government at the Centre. The Kashmiris 
he emphasized can be won over by love alone. 

There were various types of beautiful flowers all around us. 
The vibrant colours were very alluring and pleasant. The state 
government these days has undertaken cleaning up of the Dal Lake, 
recreating the ruined gardens everywhere, encouraging the film 
units to come and shoot films in the beautiful locations here, 
arranging sports meets and games ctc. 

We met the Asst Accounts Officer of the State Tourism 
Development Corporation, Mohd Ashraf Malik. The problem 
according to Mr. Malik will not get solved by joining Pakistan in 
any case, but then, the Indian government should not try to solve it 
by use of force (read: military). The problem can only be resolved 
through dialogue. Mr. Malik has over the period, created a special 
place for himself in the mind of ‘Sarhad’ because of his genuine 
love for the work we have undertaken and his magnanimity when 
it comes to help us in it, in any way which he can. We in fact 
consider him one ofus. His entire family has been extremely helpful 
to us. 

We had two vehicles with us. The drivers, who used to be scared 
to be photographed with us in the beginning, were by now feeling 
comfortable enough to talk to us. One of them belonged to the 
Dogra community and he cautioned us that we shouldn’t trust the 
Kashmiris. ‘They are opportunists and selfish, we have done and 
are doing so much for them and look at them! Don’t forget they are 
Muslim after all, one cannot really trust them,’ he said. 

This was an indication of how far the people have drifted away 
from each other. 

Director, Defence Labour in Kashmir, Jehangir Mir, while 
talking about this question of trustworthiness of the Muslim people 
said, “Dr. Farooq Abdullah is a 100% patriot, but no one in India 
trusts him because he is a Muslim. There can be differences about 
his politics, that he is incapable to govem the state may also be an 
acceptable proposition. One may even criticize that he dances, 

frequently goes off to London, doesn’t bother about the people, 
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everything is understandable and acceptable. No issue about such 
criticism. But to declare him a traitor and unpatriotic can be suicidal. 
The Abdullah family has made a great contribution to Kashmir 
over the years and the fact is that people respect the family. 
Compared to most other politicians in the state, Dr. Abdullah has 
proved to be the most people-friendly and his coming to power so 
regularly, is a testimony to that, whatever allegations and 
misunderstanding may be. 

“Now, in the Kargil conflict, many soldiers died or were injured. 
They or their families received many accolades and awards as well 
as financial aids for that. But there are more than 15,000 ordinary 
workers, a majority of them Muslims, who support the army during 
warfare. Many from among them died in Kargil or were injured. 
Their families too have lost their mainstays and sources of income. 
What about them? What did we do for them?” 

Mir’s concern was justified. Contributions of smaller people 
often tend to be ignored in any big event. In this case, if the support 
worker is taken care of, he will in turn take better care of the soldier 
who actually fights the war. We then thought about it and decided 
that ‘Sarhad’ would take out insurance of all the defence workers 
and also work out some schemes for their families. We conveyed 
this to Mir. 

“Many leaders promised many things to the Kashmiris till date,” 
Mir said, “but these remained just promises, nothing happened in 
reality. If ‘Sarhad’ really fulfils its promise, the goodwill they have 
created by their previous work will only increase and the sympathy 
they evoke presently will grow manifold. You will be the ‘Friends 
in deed’ for the Kashmiris.” 

We assured him that we mean what we say. 

Later we went to the Lal Chowk and Maisuma areas. By now 
we had developed a good relation with Yasin Malik. He is in the 
US at the moment for a skull surgery, but we know we have to visit 
his house. We had brought the special delicacies like the bakarwadi 
and pickles for him from Pune. We met his sister and mother at his 
house. We call Yasin’s sister as our foster sister. We called him up 
in US from his house and enquired about his health. 
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Our next stop was the Yateem Trust office in Maisuma and 
while we were travelling, we heard a loud bang of gunfire. When 
we looked out of the car, we saw someone lying ina pool of blood. 
We stopped and helped take man to hospital. This was right outside 
the Trust’s office. We thought the police had shot the person but 
when we went inside, Hanjura informed us that the injured man is 
a Maulvi and is a caretaker of the Yateem Trust building. He was 
shot by some unknown gunman simply because he is a sympathizer 
of peace. 

For the local people though, there was nothing new in this 
incident. 

We then went to the office of the ‘Jammu-Kashmir Academy 
of Art, Culture and Languages’ in Lal Mandi. We discussed with 
the people there about the leading Kashmiri poets and writers, the 
new trends in the prose and poetry in the state etc. There we learned 
that a particular romantic poet Mahjoor is very popular among the 
youth in Kashmir. His poem Naya Kashmir (The New Kashmir) is 
quite refreshing. Its rough translation is as follows - 


Naya Kashmir 


O my lover, lend me your ear for a moment, 
For I want to tell you the story and the pain, of my love 


When I roamed the streets and hills, valleys and meadows in 
Kashmir, was lost in myself 


I was running after the Pirs and Fakirs, the Rishis and Munis, 
I didn’t skip any place visited and graced by them 

Iwas breathing the air and searching for the dreams of tomorrow. 
The discussions going on there were only about the past 

And the topic was how the distant world is 


The stars and moonlight had embraced the hills, the farms and 
the entire area, 


I was very tired and J Tested, 
My body was sleeping but my mind was awake, 
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Waiting for a new song 


The fresh morning air, the young rays of the early morning sun, 
Have brought a new message for this Eden on earth, 
That a new Kashmir is being born 


The roses in Shalimar and Nishat will blossom again 
And the bulbuls will sing, 
The new love song again. 


Full of hope for life, we felt this poetry should reach everywhere. 

We requested the well-known Kashmiri poets G. A. Gani and 
Vaheed Wani to take lead in building a bridge of love and literature 
between Maharashtra and Kashmir. 

They informed us about the works of Prof Rahman Rahi, one of 
the greatest contemporary poets in the state. Prof Rahi is one of the 
highly respected poets in Kashmir. His poetry has a certain magical 
power in it. He can convey great philosophy through simple words. 

We would surely study his works and get to know the man 
himself, we decided..... 


26 May 2001 


We had moved to ‘Rajbagh’ in the civil lines of Srinagar, after 
leaving the Dal Lake. The office of Shabbir Shah’s Jammu-Kashmir 
Democratic Front was right opposite to Rajbagh. When we were 
coming to Rajbagh with our bags and baggage, we had heard a 
loud blast, but we didn’t know what it was. Some jawans of the 
Assam Rifles were standing below the Rajbagh building. We asked 
them about it. ‘Some people threw grenades on Shabbir Shah’s 
office. The grenades weren’t very much powerful though and there 
are no casualties,’ they told us. We were getting used to deaths 
ourselves and were expecting to be told of some casualties. 
Thankfully, there weren’t any. 

On Shabbir’s insistence, we decided to spend the evening with 
him at his residence. Accordingly, we went to his office to confirm 
the programme. We met Geelani there. 
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“We are going for a public meeting today and there might be 
some trouble there, but don’t you worry,” he told us, “bhabhiji 
(Shabbir’s wife) would be available at home and she will attend to 
you if Shabbirbhai is arrested by the police.” 

Luckily, nothing of the sort happened. Shabbir was back and 
could entertain us as his guests, at his house. 

He spoke from the heart during our discussions over dinner. 

He mentioned that Kashmir has a strong presence of Pandits, 
Sikhs, Buddhists, gujjars, dogras etc. One cannot hope to lead 
Kashmir by ignoring them. The fight in Kashmir therefore, is not 
for a particular community, it’s a people’s struggle. 

When we asked him about the attack on his office, he dismissed 
it saying it was not the first time. 

We knew over the last several years, that Shabbir has a 
constructive and positive mindset. Not for nothing, the man who 
has spent 22 of his 48 years in jail, has been conferred the ‘Prisoner 
of Conscience’ award by the Amnesty International. When we left 
Shabbir’s house, it was almost midnight. Bhabhiji had been a perfect 
hostess. i 

As we stepped into the dark outside, I remembered a famous 
Marathi verse: Ratrichya garbhat ase udyacha ushahkal, which 
essentially reminds us that the darkness of the night carries the 
morning sun in its womb. We prayed the same for Kashmir and 
retumed to our base. 

The next day, we met some military officers in Srinagar. During 
the discussions, they admitted that there were some excesses and 
said that was the reason why the top brass of the army is thinking 
‘on the way the military operates here. 

“But you must remember that the Jawans have to do a 24-hour 
duty in these areas and also that they cannot do anything without 
orders from the higher-ups.” he said. “And then this is not a normal 
war. We do not train our men for such a war. This in factis a proxy ` 
war. The enemy is waging this war on all levels and our military 
cannot fight it alone. As you can see, the military has to work in 
every area under the jurisdiction of the state government; from 
building and construction to any and everything. While it is 

acceptable up to a point, it cannot go on forever, can it? 
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“We see the live example of where that ends in Pakistan. After. 
all the military has a specific role to play. It has its own problems 
and pain-areas,” he was obviously speaking to us on condition of 
anonymity. “We will fight the militants till the last of us is alive 
and we will not concede even an inch of our territory to them; 
there are no two ways about it. But that’s not the solution, you 
know! The solution to the issue here has to be found by the sensitive 
and compassionate Indian public and the government.” 

After that, we left for Kargil. The name has attained a hallowed 
place in the mind of every Indian. The military had saved this land 
by paying a heavy price and had driven the enemy out in the end. 
‘Sarhad’ had worked in this area during the conflict so the people 
from all those areas like Sonmarg, Gagangir, Dras, Pandras etc 
came to meet us when we visited their places. They offered us tea 
and also showed us the craters created by the bombs lobbed by the 
Pakistanis. They also narrated to us their hardship. Although the 
military had given them some work, it wasn’t enough for survival. 
They do not have drinking water; the water that flows from near 
their small farms cannot be brought down to their places because 
the cost is simply unaffordable. The extreme temperatures in winter 
summer do not allow them to do much for their livelihood. The net 
result: abject hardship all round the year. 

By the time we reached Kargil, the night had befallen. We met 
state Cabinet Minister Mustafa Kamaal there. We conveyed to him 
what the people in the rest of India feel about the situation in 
Kashmir. He was very composed. 

“You tell me that thousands of crores of rupees have been spent 
on Kashmir and all of that money is siphoned off by us politicians. 
Listen, this is simply a false propaganda. This state has corruption, 
but it’s no more than it is in the rest of the country. I agree that this 
State is more sensitive and as such we cannot afford to have even 
that level of corruption, but please note that the Centre has to take 
a larger share of the blame for that. It is also not entirely true that’ 
tourism is the only industry that can prosper here. We can have 
large power plants here. The amount of power that can be generated 
here will be so much that we can even solve the power shortage 
issues in five-six neighbouring states and still will be able to sell 
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some to other countries in the region. We cannot be kept dependent 
on the Centre’s mercies and largesse for ever. We are Indians and 
even though we are Muslim, our loyalties are with India. 

“Our party workers and Ministers are routinely attacked. Some 
of them have even been killed. The most pitiable condition in the 
present scenario is that of Muslims. The country however, isn’t 
heard talking about that. Why, even the Muslims in the rest of 
India have never fought for the wellbeing of the Kashmiri Muslims! 
In today’s circumstances, Kashmir can remain in India only on the 
basis of peace and love of their countrymen. The world has turned 
its attention to India, as it is emerging as a major market. But the 
ordinary Kashmiri is left crying in pain. You can put an end to the 
militancy in the state only by taking the Kashmiris along on the 
road to progress and prosperity. It is a sad story however, that the 
rest of India has not understood the Kashmiris till date. 

“The wars till date have proved beyond doubt that we do not 
want to go with Pakistan. Why the doubts then? The Kashmiris are 
basically intelligent people. The state has given so many leaders to 
the country, but it’s burning today. If it gets affection and care 
even as much as the earthquake victims of Gujarat get, it will be 
happy and you will then see what it can do for India.” 


"27May 2001 


When we headed for Leh by road from Kargil, we got the taste 
of the difficulties that the people in this region have to put up with. 
We came across some Kargil farmers in the marketplace. We 
casually tried to chat with them about how they are etc. They pointed 
towards the hilly surroundings and showed us the Ti ger Hill, 
Mushko Valley etc, all the now famous locations where the 
Pakistani army had transgressed into. They told us how the enemy 
had come so close (about 500 metres from the marketplace, where 
we were standing at the moment) and how the gallant Indian Army 
ousted him despite his strategically advantageous positions. After 

describing this, they made their point that the collateral damage of 
this great victory is in the form of the scorched hills, which means 
substantial reduction in the already scarce arable land. 
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The water flowing down the hills looks clear as crystal and has 
no impurities and pollution, but the locals cannot make use of it 
for want of a proper distribution system. In Ladakh, you see giant 
but barren hills on one side and rivers on the ground, on the other, 
but the people are very poor. The agriculture is possible only 
seasonally and at other times it’s only the manual labour for most 
of the people. Even that work is not enough to make their ends 
meet. The area is known as ‘Cold Desert’ for this reason. 

We started the Kargil - Leh leg of our journey listening to the 
stories of ordeals of these locals. We saw the military personnel all 
over. Their camps dotted the landscape along the road. The jawans 
were on vigil even on these roads which hardly had any human 
signs for miles together. The area being hilly, the road was going 
up and down steeply and in zigzag pattem. We were travelling at 
about 16,000 feet above the sea level. The valleys were so deep, 
one couldn’t but be scared. One hazardous look out of the window 
was enough to make the stomach churn. Some of the hills had 
some snowy peaks but there was no sign of any vegetation 
anywhere. We were informed that for almost seven months in a 
year, all the roads to Ladakh are closed because of snow. All the 
houses and structures are buried under ice layers of about ten feet. 
You could have a glimpse of ice-age at such times, though no one 
dares to have that glimpse! 


Leh is away from it all 


The Ladakh region has always been aloof and away from 
militancy ever since it began in Jammu-Kashmir. The people 
themselves were never really involved and the geographical setting 
of the region also makes it very difficult to operate from those 
heights, Ladakh is very important militarily because ofits proximity 
to Tibet and China borders. 

The rainfall in Ladakh never crosses three to five inches a year. 
Three rivers, Sindhu (Indus), Shiok and Nubra, originate in the 
ranges surrounding Ladakh and the population is mostly settled 
around the three rivers. Ladakh is 18,000 feet above the sea level 
and the atmosphere is not very propitious. Because of the height, 
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you feel the lack of enough oxygen in the air and it rt time s 
adjust to the atmosphere. On our way, we stopped at the small 
villages and discussed with the local people. 

We were gathering information in order to work out the plans 
as to what, if anything, ‘Sarhad’ and indeed Maharashtra state, 
could do for these people. 

We also saw the road construction work in progress along the 
way to Leh. Presently there is only one road that connects Srinagar 
to Leh and this posed many difficulties for the army during the 
Kargil conflict because if that one road is blocked for some reason, 
there was no alternative available. Now the Border Road 
Construction Corps of the army and a company called Himank, 
have jointly undertaken the construction of a parallel Srinagar- 
Leh road. The work is progressing rapidly. 

The Srinagar-Leh parallel road is a 545 km long road that will 
penetrate the tall and difficult mountain ranges. 

We were doing the eight-hour Kargil-Leh Journey by road. When 
you start seeing not so tall people with oriental features (like Nepali 
or Chinese) on the road, you know you are reaching Leh soon. 
Buddhism in this region dates back to the 8" century. While Buddha 
himself frequently came here for meditation, Emperor Ashoka 
influenced the growth of Buddhism in Jammu-Kashmir. Eventually 
the Kashmir valley embraced and fostered the growth of Islam, 
but Ladakh continued to be prominently Buddhist stronghold. 
Today however, the scene is much different, in that, among the 
population in Kargil, Skardu and Ladakh, 50% are Muslims. 

Mon community from Uttar Pradesh are Supposed to be the first 
settlers in Ladakh. They were followed by the Darad people from 
Baltistan and finally the Mongols came. The present population is 
born out of crossbreeding among these three communities. 
Traditionally, the men here Wear trousers and long cloaks with full 
sleeves. They wear woollen or cotton-filled Caps on their heads. 
The women wear woollen tops long enough to cover them up to 

the knees. 

These days, due to an active encouragement from the 

government, a lot of tourists visit Ladakh every year. This has 
brought about a change in the sartorial tastes of the local populace. 
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It is now not uncommon to see the young Ladakhi girls strutting 
about in tight jeans and equally tight as well as short tops, and 
different, attractive hairstyles. This is the influence of tourists 
coming over. About 25 Kms before Leh, we came across a 
gurudwara (Sikh place of worship). The army jawans serve 
breakfast and water to the travellers and tourists in that gurudwara. 
They were very cordial in their approach. From them we learned 
that Lt Gen Arjun Ray is the new Commandant of the region and 
that he has implemented an elaborate scheme by the name 
‘Operation Sadbhavana,’ meaning Goodwill. The scheme aims at 
a better future for the locals and has various endeavours to bring 
them into the mainstream. After the Kargil war, the army formed a 
separate Corps for the purpose and Gen Arjun Ray is given its 
command. 

We decided to speak to Gen Ray and arranged to inform him 
about ‘Sarhad’ and its efforts in Jammu-Kashmir through our 
advisor Lt Gen Moti Dhar. 

When we reached Leh, we fixed up the appointment with Gen 
Ray and lodged ourselves into a hotel. We met a Buddhist monk in 
the hotel. He complained to us about the army during our chat with 
him. He described how the Buddhists in the region have helped the 
army in all the wars till date and expressed displeasure about the 
government giving Muslims all the opportunities in most of the 
development works started in this area as a matter of priority. He 
was complaining about this discriminatory treatment his people 
were receiving in return for their patriotism. He was also very 
aggressive in his reaction to the movement called ‘Sindhu Darshan’, 
which sought to convert the people to Hinduism from other 
religions. He said forcefully that this didn’t bode well for the future. 
His aggressive posture made all of us quite anxious. 


28 May 2001 
Lt Gen Arjun Ray 


When we met Gen Ray the next day, we started off by narrating 
to him the discussions with the Buddhist monk the previous night. 
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“Their apprehension is justified,” Gen Ray said. “The schemes 
under Operation Sadbhavana do have special emphasis on the 
development of the Muslims. However, we are not going todo it at 
the cost of the Buddhists, no way! The fact of the matter is that it is 
the Muslims in the region who are the most vulnerable targets of 
the anti-India campaign. The people themselves have no such 
partisan thinking. On the contrary they love India, but duc to the 
poverty and unemployment, a stray youth does fall in the trap of 
the enemy and that unfortunately leads to his community being 
branded anti-national. The military too starts looking at these people 
in different light. That is how the Operation Sadbhavana was born. 
The XIV Corps, of which I am the Commander, has got a Ladakh 
Regiment sanctioned by the government. This regiment is formed 
by 15,000 Muslim and Buddhist youths from the region. If the 
people in this region are safe, the borders of the country will also 
be safe and with this principle we have planned the operation. 

“The army decided to implement this comprehensive movement 
in the India-China and India-Pak border districts, with the help of 
the local District Administrations. We are also involving some 
voluntary organizations and the local people in our work. There 
are no delays in decision making and making the funds available. 
Pnority is given to Primary Education, Health Services, Community 
Development and Empowerment of the Women. 

“We started with opening as many as sixteen Sadbhavana 
Schools in the region. Through these schools, we endeavour to 
impart top quality education and have included subjects which 
emphasize humanity and national interests. We have provided 
courses on computers, email and internet for the children. These 
schools are only for the poor, so we also provide the children with 
meals in the school. We take care not to touch their religious 
sentiments as well. 

“Apart from education, we provide free medical services to the 
people. We have undertaken creation of employment, creation of 
cooperative institutions etc and also conduct courses for the women 

in vocations like computers and Weaving rugs. Adult Education is 
another area, which we have chosen to work in, on priority basis.” 

While Gen Ray was speaking, we were simply amazed by the 
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scope and philosophy of his work. He concluded by praising 
‘Sarhad’ for its good work and suggested that we took part in this 
initiative. 


20 June 2001 


The co-operative movement in Maharashtra has contributed 
greatly in the economic development of the rural areas of the state. 
The smallest of the farmers have come together in the most adverse 
conditions under this movement and have brought about the overall 
development of Maharashtra. From poultry farming to credit 
socicties, from sugar mills to power looms and educational 
institutions, there is a strong network of the co-operative institutions 
in Maharashtra. And it is this network that has helped it become a 
leading state in the country. The people who founded these 
institutions were not affluent and wealthy but simple and poor 
individuals. 

There were geographical, climatic and other challenges but they 
overcame them. Self-belief, strong will as well as honesty were 
the hallmarks of these men. Of course, once successful, the 
movement had its own share of undesirable practices creeping in, 
but that doesn’t negate the benefits it gave to the people and state. 

We wanted the voluntary organizations in Kashmir to see these 
successful institutions and draw inspiration from them. Accordingly 
we invited a delegation of 32 people, one each from an organization 
working in the violence-affected border districts and towns like 
Kupwara, Baramulla, Anantnag, Srinagar, Poonch, Sopore, Badgam 
etc. ‘Sarhad’ and the Vijay Foundation of Shri Ranjitsinh Mohite- 
Patil made all the arrangements for this visit. 


21 June 2001 


Like sugarcane in Maharashtra, apple is a major agricultural 
produce of Kashmir but there are several differences in terms of 
other important factors of growth of industry between the two states. 
Basically, the climate is different in both states. Kashmir has six 
months of severe and snowy winter, which leaves the other half of 
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the year to provide for the entire year. While in Maharashtra the 
power supply situation is fairly good, it is a scarce commodity in 
Kashmir. In addition, the transport and communication facilities 
and infrastructure are severely lacking in Kashmir. However, there 
still is a case for setting up the co-operative movement in Kashmir. 

The delegates visited the Shankarrao Mohite-Patil Sugar Mill 
at Akluj, a couple of Textile Mills, the Green Fingers school, 
Rajhans Poultry Farm, some co-operative Banks in Pune, a co- 
operative Printing Press, Grape Producers Association which 
exports grapes to UK and also a co-operative Milk Dairy, apart 
from several other such institutions and businesses. 

The commissioner of co-operative department, Sudhirkumar 
Goyal, president of the Grape Producers Association, Sopan 
Kanchan, Sunil Kusalkar of the Labourers’ Co-operative 
Association and architect of the development of the Akluj district, 
Ranjitsinh Mohite-Patil agreed to visit Kashmir to help the local 
organizations with their expertise and experience. When the 
delegates visited the foremost women’s co-operative institution, 
Lijjat Papad Cottage Industry, the female delegates were excited 
with the possibilities of replicating the success of this organization 
in Kashmir. They realized that they can engage in handicraft, 
woodcraft, Tug-weaving and other such activities where the power 
requirement is minimal. 

On the railway station, when we went to see them off, they had 
tears in their eyes but at the same time, there were dreams in those 
eyes in place of the pain that we had seen when they arrived. 


21 August 2001 


Former Deputy Chiefof Staff of Pakistan, Lt. Gen. Mohammad 
Naseer Akhtar who had Come to Maharashtra for a peace 
conference, was to visit Pune on his way, before leaving for 
Pakistan. At the instance of the former Deputy Chief of Staff of 
India, Lt. Gen. Moti Dhar, we met Gen Naseer at hotel Holiday 
Inn in Pune. We informed him about the activities of ‘Sarhad’ in 

the border areas. Later on we discussed freely about the response 
that ‘Sarhad’ is getting from the people in Kashmir. In the course 
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of discussion, he once asked us, 

“How is the condition of people in Kashmir?” to which I replied, 

“Bad, very bad!” 

“And what does ‘very bad’ mean?” he asked. 

I said, “They are unhappy, they are angry, they are troubled and 
living a life full of hardships. They are greatly disgruntled about 
the administration in the state and the government as a whole. The 
administration has simply collapsed and it is the military, ‘which 
alone is fighting this war.’ This is the general feeling.” 

After listening to me, Lt. Gen. Naseer said quietly, 

“If this is so, then why are you Indians holding on to Kashmir 
so fast? Why don’t you just give it up?” 

“By this logic, we will have to merge Sindh, Punjab, Baluchistan, 
POK and ultimately entire Pakistan, into India,” I quipped, “because 
the suffering, pain and ire, is all present there too. Besides,” I 
continued, “there is at least a government to vent the ire on, here. 
In the areas of Pakistan J have mentioned, there is no such thing as 
a government.’’ 

Lt. Gen. Naseer had to leave, so we took a break and on our 
way to the airport, resumed our chat. To change the subject a bit, 
he said, “Pune is a nice place. I am impressed by the liberal 
atmosphere and the academic culture here. The Muslims in the 
city too have progressed a lot. They have built up several excellent 
educational institutions. You won’t find such an environment even 
in Pakistan.” 

We had reached the airport. In the lounge, we bumped into 
Maharashtra’s Minister of Rural Development Shri R. R. Patil. 
After introductions, Lt. Gen. Naseer asked Patil, “How much does 
it cost to start a 4,000 ton sugar factory in Maharashtra?” The 
Minister replied, “Rs. 50 crores (500 million) at the most.” 

Lt. Gen. Naseer fell silent. “Just Rs. 50 crores, is it?” he asked 
and then lowering his voice he said, “In our country, this wouldn’t 
cost less than Rs. 100 crores, you know?” 

Then Shri R. R. Patil informed him in detail, the progress that 
Maharashtra has achieved because of the cooperative sector. The 
flight was announced. While getting up from his seat, he remarked, 
“See sir, if you take help of India to erect a sugar factory, you can 
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save a lot of money. As it is, both the countries spend maximum 
money on security. If we can cut that expenditure, the development 

` process will speed up. Think about it and when you go back, make 
Gen Musharraf understand this as well.” 

While leaving us, Lt. Gen. Naseer said, “If you depute in 
Kashmir, people like Lt. Gen. Arjun Ray and Lt. Gen. Moti Dhar, 
who can understand the suffering and pain of the Kashmiri people 
and if voluntary organizations like yours, work for the long-term 
welfare of widows, orphans and other people affected by the turmoil 
in Kashmir, build-up a movement for the development of the state, 
it will be difficult for Pakistan to woo the people of Kashmir away 
from India.” 


21 September 2001 


After the World Trade Center and Pentagon were attacked by 
terrorists, the whole world shook up. America had never seen the 
ugly and dreadful face of terrorism from so close before 9/11. The 
Talibanis, who the US itself had helped in every respect, in their 
effort to drive out the Russians from Afghanistan, had wreaked 
this havoc on its master. According to the American intelligence 
agency FBI, the Talibanis had done this at the instance of Osama 
bin Laden. Compared to the 9/11 attacks, ‘Pearl Harbour’ was 
nothing, but the Americans had been shocked out of their senses 
even then. This time the death toll was more than 10,000. 

There was a common thread behind the serial bomb blasts that 
rocked Mumbai in March 1993 and the attacks of 9/11. The 
terrorists tried to hit in both the cases, where it hurt the most, 
meaning the financial hubs of the respective countries, By attacking 
Pentagon in addition to the WTC, they had tried to shatter the two 
very establishments that give US the power to rule the world, trade 
and Defence. 

In the past few years when the home-grown Kashmiri militants 
have been butchering innocent people and while the US never 

considered their rampant and random killings as acts of terrorism, 
Pakistan continued referring to their deeds as the F reedom 
Movement of the Kashmiris. Now when the US has declared that 
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all the terrorists in the world, and not just Laden, are on their radar, 
Pakistan finds itself in an awkward position. In the new order, 
Pakistan cannot back those, who had ‘bought the Talibani terrorists 
in exchange of arms and petrol and assigned them to the terrorist 
activities in India. 

Yasin Malik and Shabbir Shah are trying to distance themselves 
from terrorism and promoting peace instead. Yasin Malik, in 
private, has revealed that, ‘....we have no control on these Talibanis. 
Not just us, even the Pakistanis have no control over them,” he said 
and added that, ‘if need be these people will engage in terrorist 
activities even in Pakistan’. By the quirk of the fate, this is precisely 
what is happening today. But the notion that everything will be all 
right now and that peace will return to the valley, is dangerous, to 
say the least. Today even Pakistan is burning. Gen Musharraf's 
stand in the war against terrorism may be seen as politically correct, 
but he is sure to be at the receiving end when the Talibani brand of 
terrorism is unleashed on Pakistan. If that happens and Pakistan is 
ruled by pro-Taliban forces, the world will be forced to think that 
Musharraf was a better option. 


5 December 2001 


There are two disturbing events of September and October 2001 
respectively. Both highlighting the care that needs to be exercised 
to keep India strong and undivided in the future. 

The first is Dr. Farooq Abdullah’s speech after members of a 
suicide squad exploded themselves just outside the Jammu & 
Kashmir state legislature, killing many. 

The second incident took place in Malegaon, Maharashtra, 
where a riot broke out after a group of people distributed pamphlets 
against the US in front of a mosque. The riots caused more than 10 
deaths. 

In the first case, Dr. Abdullah had said in his speech, “...We 
are getting sandwiched between India and Pakistan.... We cannot 
afford to be a silent spectator any more. How many more deaths 
can we sce? Our patience is now over... India should resort to 
military attacks on the terrorist training camps in the POK (Pakistan 
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Occupied Kashmir) and other such bases in Pakistan. The terrorists 
had conspired to wipe out the complete state cabinet, by attacking 
the legislature building. This attack is the culmination of dieemie 
bloodbath that Kashmir has witnessed in the last decade... } 
A Pune-based friend of mine commented that the only solution 
to this problem is to'destroy Kashmir once and for all! I 

felt pity for him. Unfortunately, an atmosphere is being carefully 
created to evoke such thoughts in the minds of the general public. 
I remember, during the Kargil operation someone had put up a 
banner in Pune, which read ‘Doodh maango, kheer denge, Kashmir 
maango, cheer denge!’ (‘If you ask for milk, we will give you 
porridge, but ask for Kashmir and we will cut you to pieces’). After 
I read the banner, I asked the fellow, who put it up, 

“My friend, who are you going to cut to pieces?” 

“The one who asks for Kashmir to be separated from India, 
that’s who, simple!” he said casually. 

“And who do you think will do this job?” I persisted. 

“Why, we have our army, don’t we? The other day when I heard 
about some of our soldiers who died in the action, I donated Rs. 
10,000/- for their families,” pat came the reply. 

When the army is fighting on the border, the measure of great 
patriotism for most people is to donate for the Army Welfare Fund, 
light lamps outside their homes, felicitate the family members of 
the deceased soldier etc. We must honour those who lay down 
their lives for the country of course, but expecting others (read: 
soldiers and police) to become martyrs while we sit at home 
comfortably, doing nothing, doesn’t help solve problems; they 
become chronic, if anything. 

The decisions about military or police actions are better left to 

the respective forces. The ordinary citizens of a nation have to 
remain alert and try to avoid or at least minimize the unwarranted 
damages and injuries to the motherland. It is for this reason, that 
political criticism on Dr. Abdullah, or anyone for that matter whose 
politics has failed, is one thing, but to repeatedly call them ‘traitors’ 
is like leading them to be just that. The situation demands that we 
isolate the militants and not fall prey to extremist thoughts 
ourselves. 
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When Dr. Abdullah speaks almost in the language of the RSS 
(Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh), the country cannot afford to doubt 
the sincerity of his words and the emotions that he betrays. The 
Kashmir issue is taking a heavy toll on our economy and the basic 

‘fabric of the nation is weakening. We, as the citizens of India 
therefore need to work with sensitivity and within our limitations. 

The second incident mentioned above though, is far more 
serious. It is indicative of the Indian Muslims getting indirectly 
involved in the global issue of terrorism. Historically, the Kashmiri 
Muslims have never felt very close to the Indian Muslims nor have 
the Muslims in the country done anything worth note, to help them 
come into the mainstream. With this background, a handful of 
Indian Muslims, by backing the Talibanis and Osama bin Laden, 
are only jeopardizing the entire community, especially in Kashmir. 
The riot in Malegaon over the issue of banning American goods is 
ominous in this regard. This can only encourage extremist thinking. 

The Muslim leadership and intelligentsia therefore, must take a 
firm stand against religious extremism and try to educate the 
ordinary people about the dire consequences of treading on that 
dangerous path. Violence can never be a solution to any problem. 
Such incidents can only work fo the advantage of sinister foreign 
organizations and they are sure to take it happily! Thus, it is 
imperative that while fighting against terrorism, the communal 
harmony and social integrity within the country are not breached. 
Each and every one of us needs to be careful about that and it is in 
this direction, that ‘Sarhad’ is working over last so many years. 

Militancy and violence are not the bane of Kashmiris alone. 
The whole country is affected. India has paid the price of that with 
the lives of two Prime Ministers, one Army General and a Chief 
Minister! 

For the last 20 years, Kashmir is living under the shadow of 
militancy and for the past 60 years, it is awaiting a permanent 
solution to its issues. One day, the Sikhs of Chhattisinhpura in the 
valley are massacred; on another day, young Muslim boys and girls 
on their way to the college are blown up in a bomb blast. The 
condition of Hindu Pandits in the state is just pathetic. People of 
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no faith are spared. Every religion is the victim of this senseless 
violence. 
Some time ago, when the Indian Army destroyed about 100 
Pakistani posts on the Jammu border, a very senior official said, 
“We are very soft on all our issues. The Kashmir issue has to be 
seen inan entirely different context. Those who do not have highest 
consideration and regard for the country, need to be taught a lesson. 
And then the entire history of the Muslims is a testimony to the 
fact that, for them, their religion is greater than even the country 
they live in. So to solve the Kashmir issue, just discard the Article 
370 and bring all the ex-military men and Hindus to settle in the 
valley.” 
The official who said this, was not an Army officer, nor was he 
a scholar of Military Science. He just expressed honestly what he 
felt. If Pakistan is behind the terrorist activities in India, it has to 
be punished, but then we must take care that the communal harmony 
within the country does not wither away. In the absence of that, 
incidents like desecration of the statue of a leader or a place of 
worship, distribution of pamphlets in front of a masjid cause an 
immediate communal tension in the area. This requires the police 
and paramilitary forces to remain engaged in quelling such tensions. 
An enemy country can easily take advantage of such situations. 
Many of us carry a feeling that since the state of J&K has a 
majority Muslim populace (more than 98% in the Kashmir Valley 
at the moment), the state is closer to Pakistan than India in religious 
terms and that the people of Kashmir could never be loyal to India. 
As aresult, we must establish a military rule in this state and crush 
the militancy there. After the Chhattisinhpura massacre of Sikhs, 
an overzealous immature politician declared that this incident had 
put all 80,000 Sikhs staying in the valley in a grave danger to their 
lives. They should immediately think about migrating out of the 
valley. The primary motive behind this stance seemed to be that, 
the Hindus have already left the valley, so if the Sikhs follow them 
now, the state can be easily brought under control using force, of 
the gun that is! 
The thought is as much frivolous, as it is harmful for the nation. 
The soldiers who are fighting at the border need the help of the 


160 | Bonding with Kashmir 


local people, without which, the war with an outside enemy is 
impossible to win. If we want to retain Kashmir in India, we must 
be clear about the fact that the Kashmiris are as much Indian as we 
are and they too are citizens of India just like us. We must accept 
this fact. Sure, the people of Kashmir are disaffected with their 
own country that is India, but then they also do not love Pakistan. 
Just as they haven’t accepted Indian Muslim leadership, they 
haven’t given that honour to the Pakistani Muslims either. 

Today there is a great apprehension in the minds of young 

Kashmiris in the age group 7 - 17, about the military operations in 
the Valley by the Indian Army. That is the only face of India they 
see. We must take them around the country to change their 
perceptions about it. We need to make them realize that India is 
much too great a country to distance from, at the instance of 
Pakistan. We have the towering personality like Lata Mangeshkar, 
who arguably is the most revered music legend of the world, we 
have oceans on three sides and the mighty Himalayas on the fourth, 
and we have the most tolerant and most ancient culture of thousands 
of years. We have a great, self-sufficient and thriving economy; 
we are liberal in our outlook and are the exponents of the human 
rights. The main thing about us is that the people of India are really 
nice to belong to. 

If we do this, the Kashmiris, especially the impressionable youth 
there, won’t fall for any false propaganda. The separatist leaders 
of Kashmir always charge that, ‘You Indians love Kashmir; but in 
that you do not love our beautiful minds. You are only interested 
in our natural beauty and want to enjoy it, else, so many innocents 
die here everyday, what have you done about that so far?’ 

From all the bitter words in this tirade, what hurts us most is the 
address, ‘you Indians’. After Kargil, looking at our relief work 
being done with dedication and sincerity, hundreds of young 
Kashmiris from every village came forward as volunteers and joined 
hands with us. 

The point is that any kind of war always inflicts wounds on 
ordinary people and what is needed is a strong mechanism for relief 
work. The family life of Kashmiris has been simply destroyed. 
The economic and social balance sheets of the state need a thorough 
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24 December 2001 


Kashmiris Meet 


There are many Kashmiri Pandits and Muslims, who have left 
the valley ever since the trouble broke out in the state. Some of 
them have left it on their own, not wanting to get involved in the 
politics of guns and religion (Muslims) while some others (mostly 
the Hindu Pandits) have been forced out. Displaced and 
disheartened by the turn of events, these people yearn to go back 
to their towns and homes they have left behind. 

Many of them have made Pune their home now. In fact the 
population of Kashmiris in Pune is quite high compared to the 
other states, except perhaps New Delhi. 

‘Sarhad’ organized a meeting of all the Kashmiris settled in 
Pune as well as the students who have come to the city for education, 
to give them an opportunity to share their thoughts and emotions 
with each other. 

Dr. Mahmood-ur-Rahman, the parliamentary affairs secretary 
of India and ex-home secretary of Jammu-Kashmir was the chief 
guest and the meeting was attended by Lt Gen (Retd) Moti Dhar, 
himself a Kashmiri, among other dignitaries. Pune-based Muslim 
scholar Prof Anees Chishti was also present for the meeting. 

It was a well-attended meeting, as close to 100 Kashmiris had 
gathered there. Majority of them were young men and women, 
which was heartening. ‘Let’s not engage in the debate about who 
Is to blame for the present situation in Kashmir, let’s focus on 
what we can do to change it instead,’ this was the feeling echoed 
by every speaker. They were unanimous in their opinion that it is 
the common man in the state, who needs to speak out against the 
utter ruination of his life, but unfortunately, he is the one who is 
mum among all the rhetoric people around him are engaged in. 

Initially, though it looked like a war of words with the Hindu 
Pandits pitted against Muslims, the frustration gave way to empathy 
as the meeting progressed. The militancy has caused as much misery 
to a Muslim as it has to a Hindu after all. It is the humanity and it 

is the Kashmiriyat, the essence of the Kashmiri culture, which has 
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been under siege. The opinion that ‘Sarhad’ had heard back in 
Kashmir, that the people are neither interested in independent 
Kashmir nor do they want to do anything with Pakistan; they want 
peace and an opportunity to lead their lives normally, was heard 
even in this meeting. The people talked about the good old days of 
peace and brotherhood, about the camaraderie and cooperation that 
existed in their state not so long ago. 

The meeting ended with everyone resolving to do something 
than be a silent spectator so that they can go back and rebuild the 
magical world to stay in together, again. Being in the same boat 
and impelled by the strong yearning for the homeland, the Pandits 
and Muslims hugged each other. The atmosphere was quite 
emotional... 


From our point of view, the meeting was both, an inspiration to 
conduct similar meetings in other parts of the country and a 
reminder, that this is just one brick in the building that we have set 
out to build; the building of trust and love between two communities 
and two citizens of a country, our country. 


30 December 2001 
Public interview of Shabbir Shah 


Today Shabbir Shah of the Jammu Kashmir People’s 
Democratic Front came to Pune on our invitation. 

Along with the Babu Genu Mandal, an organization dedicated 
to social work like us, we had arranged for a public interview of 
Shabbir. Shri Kumar Ketkar, a veteran journalist had agreed to 
interview him. There were several questions asked even by the 
members of the audience and Shabbir answered all the questions 
frankly and openly. 

In response to the various questions asked, Shabbir reiterated 
all the points that he makes on all the platforms that he speaks 
from and one cannot but admire him for being consistent, a far cry 
from politicians. Although these points have come earlier in this 
book at different places, it might be useful to put them here, in 
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bulleted form. 
e An Independent Kashmir on the lines of Austria or Switzerland 


in Europe, is one of the solutions to the Kashmir issue. 

+ India and Pakistan agreeing on the line of actual control, can be 
another, however, whatever solution is sought, the Kashmiris 
have to be taken into confidence, before formulating it. 

e The issue here is of neither India nor Pakistan, at the exclusion 
of Kashmiri people. It is their problem and they have to bea 
part of the process of finding the solution to their problem 

e We want peace to reign in this ‘paradise on carth’ and we are 
ready to discuss with anybody on that. We have not attached 
our loyalties to any political party, ideology or country, nor 
are we subservient to any particular group of people. We are 
free and we are open for dialogue 

¢ The Kashmir issue is as much ours, as it is of India. It is not a 

problem of the Muslims alone. It is equally a problem of the 

Hindus, Buddhists and Sikhs, who are living in Kashmir for 

generations. 

War with Pakistan cannot be a solution to Kashmir issue; more 

so in the present situation. The war, if it is to happen now, will 

be much different than those in 1965 and 1971. Both the 
countries are nuclear states today and the war is simply 
unaffordable in these circumstances 


Our purpose of inviting Shabbir to Pune was to offer the people 
in Maharashtra an opportunity to come face to face with him and 
hear from him about the Kashmir issue. Also, we wanted Shabbir 
to see the level of interest and general concern that the people of 
Maharashtra carry, about Kashmir and Kashmiris. 

At the venue before the interview Started, we came to know 
that some youths wanted to disrupt the programme. Their 
contention was that we should not offer a platform to the one time 

militant and separatist leader. We calmed them down and explained 
to them that while their feelings are understandable, they are a 
little misplaced. 
Shabbir is a person who has gone through a lot in his life and 
he has come a long way since his youthful rebellion. He is now a 
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prominent figure in Jammu-Kashmir. In the early years he had 
been a staunch proponent of Independent Kashmir and has spent 
several years in jail. Some people even call him the Gandhi of 
Kashmir for that. He obviously carries some misgivings about the 
system in the country, yet his is one of the moderate voices in 
Kashmir. We must help him communicate with and understand 
the people in the rest of the country. He is one of us, a part of the 
family, our country. You don’t prevent a disaffected member of 
the family from speaking. Rather you establish communication 
with him and try to remove his misgivings about the rest of the 
family. 

During this discussion with the angry youths, Shiv Sena 
supporters including Sanjay Raut, a prominent Shiv Sena leader, 
supported us. They too helped the youths look at Shabbir with a 
constructive outlook. 

The interview took place without any disturbance..... 


12 February 2002 


As you would have noticed from some of the earlier pages of 
this diary, ‘Sarhad’ has been inviting various people who are from 
different fields and having different views but have one thing in 
common. They are people who can authoritatively talk on either 
the Kashmir issue or the militancy menace. Through these 
engagements, we aim to give an opportunity to the people of Pune, 
indeed Maharashtra, to hear from these people the different aspects 
of this national issue. We wish to encourage the youth of 
Maharashtra and mobilize the people in general to understand the 
issue and come forward to contribute towards the national 
integration in times of crisis through ‘Sarhad’ or through any means 
and medium of their choice and in any which way they can. 

Some days ago, we spoke to Vijay Kumar Chopda, the Chief 
Editor of the Punjab Kesari newspaper group from Punjab. Vijay 
Kumar is a respected name in the journalistic circles. 

We invited him to Pune for a lecture and felicitated him on the 
occasion. Speaking after his felicitation, Vijay Kumar informed 
the audience about how, according to him, the militancy in Punjab 
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was brought under control. Sealing of border with Pakistan and 
deployment of the military in the border region to put an end to 
infiltrations and incursions proved very effective in Punjab. 
Operation Black Thunder, the fact that despite about 40 killings 
every day, there was no mass exodus from the state etc were other 
factors that eventually put paid to the designs of the militants and 
their sponsors and masters across the border. ; ; 
In Kashmir too, in the opinion of Vijay Kumar, the issue will 
be resolved sooner than later by moving our troops to the border 
region and thus preventing any help from across the border to reach 
the militants inside. Isolating them this way the military should 
then go after the militants and eliminate them systematically. No 
political party or leader can be trusted with this job anymore. 


13 February 2002 
‘Know India’ - 2002 


A group of 30 children from Kupwara district in Kashmir 
reached Pune for the annual ‘Know India’ tour of Maharashtra. 
They will stay here for ten days and like every year, we will take 
them to visit schools, various institutions, various dignitaries and 
of course, the film industry in Mumbai. While many eminent 
personalities from the political and social spheres have reserved 
specific time slots for these children, lyricist Javed Akhtar is 
facilitating their visit to some of the leading stars of the Hindi film 
industry. 

These children haven’t even been to the nearby Srinagar, let 
alone anywhere outside Jammu-Kashmir. Like the children from 
previous batches, these boys and girls are from the age group of 6 


to 12 years and like them, these children too have heart-rending 
Stories to tell. 


19 February 2002 


The Kashmiri children today met Shri Balasaheb Thackeray at 
his party headquarter, the Shiv Sena Bhavan in Dadar, in central. 
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Mumbai. After having a fun filled week in Pune visiting various 
tourist places, the Snake Park and schools, the children were brought 
to Mumbai to meet various political leaders of the state. The 
children were wide-eyed all through the day, as much by looking 
at the tall buildings and the frantic pace of life in the metropolis, as 
by seeing the high profile leaders and their offices. 

Balasaheb, in his inimitable style, quickly endeared the children 
and sat amongst them to chat. He was very affectionate with the 
children during their entire visit. Addressing the children in Hindi 
and with an opening line as, ‘My dear Kashmiri children’, 
Balasaheb made an emotional appeal to them to take up the 
responsibility of defending their motherland from the external 
enemy and solving the Kashmir issue. They are the future of the 

_ country, he told them and clarified to them that he is not against all 
Muslims, but he is against those Muslims who have their loyalties 
with Pakistan. Balasaheb also took this opportunity to appeal to 
the Kashmiri youth to take up arms not to fight with our own army, 
but to eliminate the Pakistan sponsored terrorists and their terror 
activities. 

While chatting with the children, suddenly Balasaheb asked 
them who their favourite film hero was. “Aamir Khan’, ‘Shah Rukh 
Khan’, ‘Salman Khan’, the children enthusiastically replied. 
Balasaheb then asked them his tongue firmly in cheek, why they 
prefer only the Khans and not, say, Hrithik Roshan, Govinda etc. 
Balasaheb was amused when the children quickly said that all the 
Khans are Indians after all, not Pakistanis! They obviously had 
taken note of his earlier remark about the Muslims carrying loyalties 
towards Pakistan. 

The Mumbai leg of the ‘Know India’ tour was coordinated by 
Raj Thackeray. He. wanted to give the children a life-time 
experience of staying in a five star hotel and the children were 
absolutely awed by the high class arrangements. Raj Thackeray 
has taken it on him to make the entire arrangement (Hotel Royal 
Palm, Goregaon, Mumbai) for the touring children in all of our 
Know India tours. 

Whatever the image of Balasaheb in the minds of Muslims, he 
had pure love in his large heart for the Kashmiri children. The 
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human side of Balasaheb came to the fore in front of the Kashmiri 
children. Their religion did not matter to him as he clarified to the 
children himself. We are sure the children, after returning to 
Kashmir, will fondly remember their time with the Shiv Sena chief 
and his image will remain indelible in their psyche. 


1 March 2002 


During this violent period in Kashmir, one of the casualties is 
higher education. Because of the turbulence, the educational 
institutions in the valley, like many other institutions and systems 
of the state, have become fractured. No faculty from outside the 
state can be brought in and the classes cannot be conducted 
regularly. A whole lot of young men and women leave the state 
and seek opportunities outside because of this as well as the constant 
tension and curfews in the state. Overall the atmosphere in the 
state is not conducive to education. Those who can afford, choose 
to go to the US or other western countries while others move to the 
other states in India. 

When we were approached by some students to help them get 
admissions in Pune-based institutions, we felt that this is another 
way of making the Kashmiris feel closer to the nation. Pune is 
known as the Oxford of India. The city has a host of international 
standard higher education and research facilities. A lot of foreign 
students come here for higher studies. 

Driven by the motive that the Kashmiri students should feel 
more at home in Maharashtra than Massachusetts, we decided to 
work for getting them to Pune for higher education. For the last 
three or four years, we have been trying to get these Kashmiri 
students admissions in the reputed educational institutes of Pune. 
We plead the case of these students by appealing the managements 
of the institutions to look at it from a social and national 
responsibility point of view, rather than as commercial deals. While 
some of them readily agreed, some didn’t take it kindly. 

The fact that there is some sort of apprehension in the minds of 
the people about anyone young and coming from Kashmir didn’t 

help the matter. 
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Dr. S. B. Mujumdar, founder director of Symbiosis Institute of 
Management, a very well known Management Institute expressed 
his anguish about pressures from different interest groups. At one 
point, he was less than polite and said that Kashmir is not the only 
issue in the world and that he couldn’t entertain such cases every 
time. We were extremely agitated. Now Dr. Mujumdar is a highly 
respected personality in the field of education and we have a great 
respect for him even today. We also appreciate that he has to face 
so many pressures from different quarters for admissions. But we 
didn’t like the way he spoke to us on this occasion. We challenged 
him that we would set up our own educational institute, which will 
compete with his, in terms of quality and standard of education. 
To his credit, he cooled down quickly and appreciated our way of 
thinking. 

The challenge was made in the heat of the moment, but it showed 
us the way forward. Why not? We thought. 

At the time we were toying with the idea that we should build 
an orphanage for the children in Kashmir, who have lost either or 
both parents in the turmoil in the state. The condition of these 
innocent children is pathetic. The orphanages in Jammu-Kashmir 
like the Yateem Trust are doing their bit but that is not enough. 
Also, the schooling facilities in the state being very inadequate 
and the atmosphere too tense, these children are bound to suffer 
for the rest of their lives. Moreover, the young Kashmiris who 
took admissions in the colleges in Pune also found it hard to get 
rental accommodations in the city. The militancy back home 
attached a certain stigma with their names and personalities. Our 
orphanage would also be the home for these students, we had 
thought. 

When we discussed the idea with some of the eminent people 
in Pune like Dr. Shivajirao Kadam of Bharati Vidyapeeth and Shri 
Ratnakar Gaikwad, senior IAS officer of Maharashtra, they gave 
us a very valuable advice. They said that instead of orphanage, we 
should build a hostel facility, which will give priority to Kashmiri 
students. That, they said, would give us a much-needed constant 


source of income. , 
Further, they suggested that we could also starta school, which 
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would support our cause, apart from the fact that such an activity 
would give us some stability. We liked the idea and from nowhere, 
the Sarhad School and the Sarhad College were born. 


14 April 2002 


We have started hunting for a suitable place for the Sarhad 
School. We have decided that the college can wait for the moment. 


24 April 2002 


Sushama’s grandfather, Shri Uttamrao Malvankar had a piece 
of land which was illegally acquired by the state government. We 
approached the government for return of the land for Sarhad. A 
kind government servant Mr. Ashok Bhikure suggested that while 
we may try and get our land back, we could also request the 
government to give land for our noble cause. We agreed and put 
forward an application accordingly. 

The Chief Minister arranged to allocate a piece of land in Katraj, 
just on the outskirts of Pune. The land was smaller than what we 
had requested for, but after some time Shri Sushilkumar Shinde 
came forward and added another acre to the plot in his capacity. 
We of course had to pay for the land to the government, but at the 
government rate and not commercial rate. The land was adjacent 
to Bharti Vidyapeeth, one of the major educational institutes of 
international repute and as such, was a prime location. 


24 May 2002 


All the paperwork done, we finally acquired the land. As always, 
we didn’t know where we would bring the resources from, if we 
wanted to start the work. Shri Ratnakar Gaikwad again came to 
our rescue when he and one of the well-known builders in Pune, 
Shri Shantilal Kataria, arranged for Architect Dilip Kale and RCC 
Engineer Shri Bhilare, to help us prepare the plans for the Sarhad 

Bhavan. The two gentlemen did not even ask to be paid for their 
work! 
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5 July 2002 


While we were working on the designs and building plans, one 
fine morning we found that our land was encroached by squatters! 

Where a local minister and his political supporters as well as 
may unscrupulous elements in the society tried to put a spoke in 
our work, the Additional Police Commissioner of Pune, S. M. 
Mushrif helped us in warding them off. 


1 August 2002 


The designs are almost ready now. And now begins the real 
test: where do we get the resources from, to start the construction? 

As mentioned earlier, we were not going to ask for help from 
the government, so we have started working towards pooling 
whatever we have. I am of course fully devoted to this cause, 
‘Sarhad’ is my life and breath, ‘Sarhad’ is my dream, so nothing 
great about it if every penny that I earn goes into my cause. But 
when Sushama happily keeps aside the family priorities and her 
typical homemaker-instincts for the organization, it’s very touching. 

Since some time now, we have been having a couple of Kashmiri 
students staying at our house. In that sense, our house was a hostel 
too, so the family’s monthly expenditure was somewhat on the 
higher side. Yet, we had already begun seeing the Sarhad Bhavan - 
the Sarhad School and Hostel building - in our minds. We scraped 
the bottoms of all our personal savings and investments and put 
that aside for the construction work. We applied for personal loans 
from several banks for this purpose. 


29 December 2002 
Sarhad Bhavan 


Today we had the bhoomipujan of Sarhad Bhavan, by far the 
biggest project yet undertaken by ‘Sarhad’, at the auspicious hands 
of Member of Parliament Shri Sushilkumar Shinde and 
Commander of 15 Corps in Kashmir, Lt Gen V.G. Patankar. 
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Our work in Kashmir is noticed by the army and when we 
informed them about our plans to start a residential school for the 
orphaned Kashmiri children in Pune, they welcomed the initiative, 
Lt Gen V.G. Patankar especially, took a keen interest ın the project. 
Gen Patankar’s humanitarian ways and special efforts to establish 
communication with the people in the valley have been appreciated 
by the Kashmiris. The army in general is still scoffed at in the 
valley, but officers like Gen Patankar are the agents of change in 
the outlook of the ordinary people. 

Gen Patankar offered that the army would also help select the 
first batch of 100 most needy students from the valley, for the 
Sarhad School. 


20 January 2003 
‘Know India’ - 2003 


This is the fifth year of the ‘Know India’ initiative of ‘Sarhad’. 
The unfortunate children, who are selected for the tour, are those 
who have been robbed of their childhood by the demon going by 
the name of militancy. This year about 75 children are scheduled 
to come on this tour along with their teachers and caretakers. 

We had seen on previous occasions, that the children usually 
go back very reluctantly because the worry free normal life in 
Maharashtra, indeed most of the rest of India, is a novelty to them. 
Having seen the atmosphere of bombs and bullets, curfews and 
house-searches ever since they are born, their wonder about a life 
minus these things and about streets where hardly a policeman is 
scen, just doesn’t seem to cease. When they go back they don’t 
tire narrating their experiences, both about the people and the 
places. The initiative as a result, has become so popular in Kashmir 
that this year even the college-going young adults in the valley, 
expressed their wish to be a part of the tour. 

Every time when the children come to Maharashtra, one can 
sense that they introspect after they return from their sightseeing 
and other engagements. Everything, from the maiden train ride to 
the dream-come-true moment of meeting a Shah Rukh Khan or a 
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Hrithik Roshan to mingling with the peer group from local schools, 
seems to be making a strong and positive impact on their young 
minds. 


21 January 2003 


The Maharashtra Chief Minister Sushilkumar Shinde invited 
me to Mumbai today. 

The Chief Minister of Jammu-Kashmir, Mufti Mohammed 
Sayeed, along with some of his colleagues, is on a tour of 
Maharashtra and today, he is scheduled to meet Shri Shinde. 

The meeting started with the mutual admiration where, Shri 
Sayeed lauded Maharashtra’s great progress and the great 
contribution of the state in the tourism to Kashmir. In turn, Shri 
Shinde congratulated the coalition government of Shri Sayeed for 
a good beginning on rebuilding Jammu-Kashmir. 

Shri Sayeed then requested Shri Shinde that he should consider 
reservation of seats in the technical education institutes in 
Maharashtra for the Kashmiri students. At present, there is a quota 
of seats for the Kashmiri Pandit students and Shri Sayeed sought a 
similar quota for even the non-Pandit students from his state. Shri 
Sushilkumar Shinde assured him of all the co-operation in the 
matter and introduced me to Shri Sayeed. He then requested me to 
introduce ‘Sarhad’ to Shri Sayeed. 

Shri Sayeed of course knew about ‘Sarhad’, as we had met him 
on several occasions earlier. After explaining in brief about how 
we have been trying to associate with and win over the people of 
Kashmir since 1990, I informed him about our decision to start a 
residential school in Pune which will accommodate about 500 
orphans from Jammu-Kashmir. | also updated him on the various 
projects we had undertaken for the welfare of people in his state. 


o 
` 
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23 January 2003 
Computers in schools 


The world is in the technology age with computers entering 
into every conceivable field of human endeavour. While the 
children of the world are using computers, even if for playing games, 
from as early as age three-four years and that too with the high- 
speed processors and multimedia features, let’s spare a thought for 
the Kashmiri children. 

There is no way they can get an opportunity to step into the 
cyber age, when they do not have even their normal school 
curriculum going smoothly. The lack of resources in anything worth 
doing in the state is pushing these children further back from being 
employable when they grow up. 

As it is, they have to deal with issues concerning burqa, 
Opposition to girls' education, young boys getting lured by guns 
etc. 

These and such thoughts gave us another direction to work in. 
We decided to collect PCs from individuals and institutions as 
donation and then have them installed at the schools in the Kashmir 
valley. 

Admittedly, this is just one more way to get closer to the people 
and show them that we care, but to us, it also is a way to show the 
world that Kashmir’s identity is not militancy alone; there is a 
great talent there, that is overshadowed by the unfortunate events 
and lack of good opportunities. 


26 January 2003 


This Republic Day, we invited the president of the RMP School, 
Badgam, as chief guest. The children from his school are currently 
here on the ‘Know India’ tour, so we decided that it would be 
fitting to have the national flag hoisted by their school president, 

Mr. Noor Mohammed Wani. 
Mr. Wani informed in his speech that contrary to the general 
impression, the Republic Day is celebrated and the Indian tricolor 
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is hoisted in most schools in the valley. 

After the flag hoisting ceremony, the Kashmiri children 
entertained the audience with traditional Kashmiri cultural 
programme. Mr. Noor Mohammad was amazed and glad to sce the 
festive spirit in his pupils, a rare sight back in Kashmir... 


30 January 2003 


The Kashmiri children on Maharashtra tour get to meet various 
political and social leaders apart from the film heroes they are so 
enamoured with. This year it was Sharad Pawar the NCP chief, 
who met the children in Mumbai. This year the children were from 
the RMP School, Badgam. The people in this district are tired of 
the constant instability and are now looking for a better future for 
their children through positive thinking. 

The wide-eyed children, who come to Maharashtra every year, 
are different each year, but their reaction and awe about everything 
they see is just the same, like their tearful stories and their un- 
blossomed childhood.... 

That these children endear all the people they meet has been 
mentioned in the earlier pages of this diary. Last year they had 
brought to fore the soft and emotional side of the Shiv Sena Supremo 
Balasaheb Thackeray and this year they did the same to another 
veteran leader, Sharad Pawar. Shri Pawar spent no less than four 
hours with the children. During this time, had lunch with them and 
apparently enjoyed the company of the children as much as they 
seemed to enjoy his. 

During the free chat with the children, when Pawar revealed to 
them that Omar Abdullah, son of Dr. Faroog Abdullah, had stayed 
at his house when Omar was still studying, a girl quipped that, 
“You will always help the rich people in their education. Who will 
think of people like us?’ 

The barbed comment stunned everyone, but then that also 
showed us the pent-up frustration even in the young minds. 

The newly elected Shiv Sena chief executive Shri Uddhav 
Thackeray too spent time with the children and offered them sweets. 
When the children invited him to come to the valley, Uddhav 
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became emotional and urging them to be the soldiers themselves 
in this war, expressed solidarity with their cause and made them 
feel that he was one of them. 

Not all the children understand yet, the legality and 
constitutional restrictions on the people from other states in India 
when it comes to getting actively involved in Kashmir. But when 
they go back, they would surely remember the love they get here. 
Political leaders or the film heroes, ‘Sarhad’ activists or the ordinary 
people and school children, the affection they give the children 
would surely make them feel comfortable with the rest of India. 

The day ended with a visit to the film studio, where Bollywood 
superhero Shah Rukh Khan was shooting. Needless to say, the 
children were simply overwhelmed when they came face to face 
with the screen idol. The superstar was charm personified and in 
his inimitable style he spoke with them, urging them to understand 
that India is as much their country, as it is of anybody else like 
him. One could feel a new exuberance in all the little faces around 
him. 


18 February 2003 


When the wish of college-going youth in Kashmir to visit 
Maharashtra was conveyed to us, we decided to extend our reach 
to the Kashmiri people, by fulfilling it. Ifthe children and ordinary 
men and women on the strect are the unfortunate victims of the 
unrest in the state, the youth is both, a ray of hope and a potent 
danger for the near future. It is the youth that the incendiary elements 
are after, as potential recruits and tools of terror. If they get to 
know what they are missing, perhaps they will think differently. 
After all, they have so many avenues available to them to express 
themselves, in sports, arts, higher education etc. If somehow they 
could be involved in these pursuits, they could be weaned away 
from militancy and other undesirable ways of life. 

We promptly took up organizing a tour of 21 Kashmiri youths 
to Pune, aged between 17 and 25. They will be reaching Pune 
tomorrow. As against the purely fun oriented programmes for the 
younger children, for the youths, we kept the emphasis on their 
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interactions with the youth from different parts of Maharashtra. 

The “Know India’ tour aims at showing the children a different 
world; a world where there is no army involved in the day-to-day 
life, a world where, you are free to decide the course of your life. 

The meetings with eminent personalities from different 
occupations are meant not to gather sympathies or be photo 
opportunities, but to give the children dreams. Dreams of becoming 
Amitabh Bachchan or Shah Rukh Khan or Hrithik Roshan of the 
future; dreams of becoming P. L. Deshpande, Shiv Kumar Sharma 
or Sharad Pawar of tomorrow. 

Unless these children have a dream in their eyes, they would 
find it difficult to come out of their grave past, which unfortunately, 
cannot be reversed. 

‘Sarhad’ does not want the children to forget their roots. They 
belong to Kashmir and they should be proud of that. What they 
should be able to do, is change their future growth. From the dark 
alleys of violence, regret and a gloomy past, they should aim to 
grow towards the bright, sunny skies, being fully aware that they. 
can branch out in any direction, choose any field of endeavour and 
contribute to their state positively. 


19 February 2003 


This time we have decided to take the children to towns in 
interior Maharashtra. We wanted them to see the rural Maharashtra 
as against metro cities like Pune and Mumbai. We will take the 
children to visit places like Ahmednagar, Shirdi, Sangamner and 
Aurangabad. Shri Sanjay Malpani, a college mate of mine, has 
organized these visits. Sanjay is a noted industrialist in Sangamner 
and runs and educational institute of his own there. 


24 March 2003 


The newspapers screamed today that a group of Kashmiri 
Pandits in Nadimarg village was murdered in cold blood. The 
militants and possibly some international agencies of terror seem 
to be unable to digest the peace-like situation and relative stability 
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of the democratically elected state government. I, along with 
Laxmikant Khabia of the Vijay Foundation, have left for Kashmir 
today in order to talk to the family members of those killed and 


other people in Nadimarg. 
26 March 2003 


There is a strong feeling of outrage against the Nadimarg 
massacre in the valley. The massacre is of Hindu Pandits, but the 
Muslims in the state are extremely angry about the incidence. 

A doctor by profession, Ejaj Ali said, “This is an attack on the 
Kashmiri culture. The Hindus and Muslims in the valley are still 
close to each other and if the remaining Pandits are safe in Kashmir 
today, it is because of the Muslims...” 

A video library owner in Habbakadal area, which was a 
stronghold of Hindu Pandits pre-1990 said, “The ghastly incident 
of Nadimarg is perhaps an attempt to oust the democratically elected 
government of the state.” 

Ghulam Khan, a public telephone booth operator in Maisuma 
expressed his frustration when he said, “We are really fed up with 
these killings. The tension is just too much to bear and I feel that 

we Kashmiris do not have any future.” 

The representative reactions of the people show that the ordinary 
people of Kashmir are definitely against mindless massacres and 
are now openly talking against the militants. Another important 
fact we saw was that the Muslims were visibly angry and vociferous 
about the killings of Hindu Pandits, which is the strongest statement 
against the contention of there being a rift between the two 
communities. The reactions given above also convey the fact that 
no one favours terror-tactics and killing of innocents. 


27 March 2003 


We are in Nadimarg today. It is about sixty kilometers away 
from Srinagar and the terrain is quite treacherous. When we 
approached the town, there was an eerie silence in the whole town. 
“It is entirely due to the lethargy and carelessness on the part of 
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administration,” Mrs. Usha Bhat, a young woman from the town 
whose father and brothers were among the Pandits killed, said. 
“Four days ago we had seen some suspicious looking people moving 
about in the town in military uniforms. We had informed about it 
to the Collector and the Police Chief immediately, but there was 
absolutely no action taken by them and then this happened...” 

Usha was overcome with emotions in the beginning, when we 
tried to talk to her and just couldn’t speak a word. After some time 
however, she exploded. As it happens in such situations, the people 
gencrally blame the systemic failure first. 

The incident of four days ago, in which 24 Pandits were rounded 
up under a tree and brutally gunned down, had stunned the people 
into a kind of stupor. The family members of those who were killed 
were in different emotional states. While Usha Bhat was bursting 
with anger, Fulaji, another woman, who had lost her husband, son 
and daughter, was yet to recover from the shock. Ramesh Pandit is 
so devastated mentally, that he lives in a constant fear. His wife 
Rita said that it was their house that the terrorists had come to, 
first. They took all the money in the house and even snatched the 
gold jewellery from the members of the family before killing them. 
Rita was thanking her stars that she could somehow save her two 
children from being killed. 

When a distraught Chandkumar Bhat, five out of nine members 
of whose family were killed said, “I have lost faith in everything 
now...” his Muslim neighbours were quick to offer him physical 
and moral support. They said, “You stay with us in our house now, 
we will face whatever happens in the future, together. Please do 
not leave this town.” 

We saw hundreds of Muslims from the nearby villages coming 
to meet the unfortunate Pandit families and console them. The 
visitors were crying and grief-stricken as if they had lost people 
from their own families. That they shared the sorrow of the Pandits 
was evident from their words and deeds. Almost every one of them 
was trying to convince the Pandits not to think of leaving the town 
or valley for that matter. While the Pandits were touched by this 
show of affection and understood the genuineness of the feelings, 
they felt like there is nothing left for them now, in order to continue 
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life in this place. They are suddenly feeling very insecure here, 
with a big question mark about their future in Nadimarg.... 


28 March 2003 


The plight of the Pandits had moved us to tears, but this was the 
time to take some action. As we returned to Badgam today, we met 
several people and visited some schools in order to ascertain the 
needs of such displaced families and thereby chart out our own 
course of action. 

Badgam is where fifteen Pandit families have migrated after a 
similar massacre five years ago, in another remote village near 
here. After meeting the people and some deliberation among 
ourselves, we decided to arrange for the sponsors to take care of 
the school fees, uniforms and other educational needs of the children 
from poor Pandit families. The Vijay Foundation of Akluj, 
Maharashtra agreed to share this responsibility with us. We also 
decided that we will start with about ten children from the age 
group 6-15 and eventually increase the number. 

The response we received from Pune was quick and 
wholehearted, with some people readily taking up the responsibility. 


25 April 2003 


There is simply too much to do in Kashmir. The communication 
gap between the Kashmiris and the test of the country is enormous 
and as has been reflected at various places in this diary, the 
emotional and psychological distance between the two, is one of 
the major reasons of the disenchantment of Kashmiris with the 


country. 


Weare Constantly endeavoring 
people from different walks of life in Kashmir. The ordinary men 


Kashmir. - 
Imyselfhave been writing articles in the Newspapers and giving 
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lectures on situation in Kashmir from time to time. 

The then Inspector General of Police in Jammu-Kashmir Javid 
Mukhdoomi expressed his wish that we should arrange a tour of a 
group of journalists from Maharashtra to the valley. We liked the 
idea and felt that this would help in spreading awareness about the 
ground reality in the state to more people. Javid then immediately 
spoke to Nayeem Akhtar, Special Secretary to the Chief Minister 
and requested his cooperation in this regard. 

And so we are in Jammu today with a group of 12 journalists 
from Maharashtra. 

Mr. Mufti Mohammed Sayeed, the Chief Minister of Jammu- 
Kashmir welcomed us with an unofficial dinner meeting. 

Speaking to the journalists the Chief Minister apprised them of 
the various initiatives his government has taken for the development 
of the state since taking the oath of the office. He was honest enough 
to admit that there is need to do much more, in order to bring the 
people in the state into the mainstream. While insisting that the 
people have voted him in because they are fed up with the rule of 
the gun, he appealed that it is the communication with fellow Indians 
from the other states, that would help heal their wounds faster. He 
reiterated his commitment towards the positive outlook about the 
future of the state, as expressed by the Prime Minister Shri Atal 
Behari Vajpayee. ‘Baharen Phir Bhi Aayengi’ (there will be spring 
again, in spite of everything), the poet/Prime Minister had said. 
Although the scars of the Nadimarg massacre will remain for long, 
by electing a democratic government against all the threats and 
resistance, the Kashmiri people have shown that they do not want 
to live under fear anymore. 

Mufti Mohammed Sayeed concluded with an appeal to the entire 
country to come forward and join him in his efforts to restore the 
peace in the state. 

The journalists seemed to be touched by the sincerity of the 
words of the Chief Minister; however, they were eager to see the 
Situation on the streets themselves. Coming out of the railway station 
at Jammu, the journalists had seen near normal life in the market 
place on their way to the government rest house. Even the young 
boys and girls engaged in the youthful banter in the Gandhi 
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Memorial College were like any of those in college campus 
anywhere in the country. The officials who had come to receive us 
at the station however told us to visit the valley before forming our 
opinions. The veiled warning was difficult to put out of the mind 
aac: the dinner Mufti Mohammed Sayeed called me aside. | 
had met in the chamber of Maharashtra Chief Minister Sushilkumar 
Shinde during the former’s last visit to Maharashtra. He asked me 
about the residential school and nodal centre that we had proposed 
to build in Pune for the Kashmiri orphans and students from the 
border regions. 

I told him about the land being ready and how we were planning 
to start the construction in a short while. To my surprise, he 
immediately asked me to make arrangements for his visit. He also 
told me the date of his visit as 29" April. Just four days from today! 

Quite honestly, at the time we were financially in a very tight 
situation. While we were trying to sort out our problems, we were 
Just not in a position to spend moncy even on the publicity and 
other normal arrangements like salutary lunch/dinner during the 
visit of such an important personality. Obviously not wanting to 
let him know of our situation, I tried to politely discourage Mr. 
Sayeed from coming down at a time like this, But he was very 

insistent and refused to listen to anything. Then I said that since I 
have brought the journalists from Maharashtra here, 29" April is 
Just impossible because I could not leave the touring party out in 
the cold. He did a check-mate on me when he told me not to worry 
about them and that they will be taken care of by his men. He in 
short, told me to return immediately and make arrangements for 
his visit to the proposed site of the ‘Sarhad Bhavan’. 

This incidence throws light on two things: one, Mr. Sayeed 
wants to get involved in anything that is being done for his people 
and perhaps establish his credibility and two, the work ‘Sarhad’ is 
being considered very important and valuable by the leadership of 
Jammu-Kashmir. The former made me feel good for the Kashmiris 

and the latter warm for ‘Sarhad’, but then I simply did not have 
time to preen. I rushed back to Pune. 
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27 April 2003 


Three Kashmiri young men, Saqib Malik, Nazir Khan and Feroz 
Khan work on behalf of ‘Sarhad’ in its various initiatives in their 
region. They accompanied the journalists as their guides. They 
informed the journalists about the background of the unrest in the 

valley and the reasons thereof. 

At the peak of militancy, you would find gun- oina young men 
and women in every village and town. They regularly were trained 
in using weapons in camps just across the LOC, in the POK. 
Misguided as they were, they used to think that they could change 
their lives and those of their families, with the help of the gun. As 
things unfolded and the sinister machinations of the ISI and other 
handlers of these young boys were revealed, however, the youths 
realized that far from improving, all that they achicve by taking up 
the guns is destruction of their lives and those of their near and 
dear ones. That realization significantly eroded the number of local 
Kashmiri youths joining the terror outfits. Today it is believed that 
80% of the terrorists are foreign mercenaries and just about 20% 
are homegrown. 

As the talons of militancy began clutching at the throat of the 
valley, the ordinary people found themselves caught between the 
devil and deep. On one hand the guns in the hands of the security 
forces scared them and on the other, those in the hands of the 
militants. More so, if the hands holding the guns are of barbaric, 
mercenary foreigners. 

The touring party stopped at Martand, the temple of the Pandits. 
Representatives of Pandits in the Anantnag district had gathered 
there to take stock of the situation of their community members in 
the valley. While the state government has made arrangements to 
rehabilitate the community at a place close to Mattan, the Pandits 

themselves are not ready to stay there. The fear overshadows 
everything for them and that is one of the challenges before current 
government. 

The journalist also met Yasin Malik of the JKLF, who expressed 
his wish to come to Maharashtra himself and to meet Balasaheb 
Thackeray. 
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29 April 2003 


Having rushed back to Pune, with considerable difficulties I 
could arrange for everything befitting the visit of the Chief Minister 
of a state. Thankfully, Anna Hazare, Lt Gen Moti Dhar and 
Computer Scientist Vijay Bhatkar agreed to come for the function 
at such a short notice. Some of the eminent corporators of the Pune 
Municipal Corporation too, agreed to be present on the occasion. 

The function consisted of a visit to our land near Katraj and a 
small felicitation of Mr. Sayeed at the hands of Anna Hazare, which 

went smoothly. 

In his address Mr. Sayeed lauded the efforts of ‘Sarhad’ and 
praised the organization for paying attention to the education and 
rehabilitation needs of the orphaned Kashmiri children. While 
appreciating the artist’s impression of the proposed Sarhad School 
building, he said that the building looks like a school building in 
UK, but the question is, will it get completed? In our country many 
a good schemes look very attractive on paper, but they invariably 
fail to come into reality. He expressed his wish that the school plan 
is implemented with a sense of urgency. 

Mr. Sayeed then went on to comment that his government can 
provide whatever resources required for completing the building, 
since ‘Sarhad’ is not taking any. financial help from the government 

of Maharashtra, for the purpose. 

Although his apparent oblique remark hurt me, I politely assured 
the Chief Minister that we will complete the work of Sarhad School 
and Nodal Centre as per schedule and with due urgency. I also said 
that a good work doesn’t necessarily get completed with the 
government money. The sincerity. of purpose and the passion for 
the work are much more essential than that. And no, thanks, we do 
not want any financial assistance from his government either! I 
informed him that rather than working on alms or begging for help, 
we would try our best to complete the work as doing things 
Successfully despite adverse conditions, is the tradition of 
Maharashtra. 

Contrary to my expectation that Mr. Sayeed had some other 

engagement in the city on 29% April and that was why he was so 
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insistent on this date, the Chief Minister had none. He had come 
all the way from Kashmir, just to visit the proposed site of the 
Sarhad School at the instance of journalist Mohd Sayeed Malik. 
Quite an honour that! 

Later we had arranged for a lunch for Shri Sayeed, for which 
we had invited prominent industrialists, the mayor of Pune and 
other eminent people, to join him. During lunch, Shri Mufti Mohd 
Sayeed again broached the topic of Sarhad School and remarked 
that he is not very sure ‘Sarhad’ has the necessary financial 
resources to erect a huge building like the proposed one in so short 
a time. Taking the children to meet someone like Balasaheb 
Thackeray is one thing and taking up the responsibility ofa project 
like this without any help from the government is quite another, he 
said. He again offered to organize some funds from the various 
departments of his state. 

Quite honestly, I was upset. I reiterated to him what I had said 
in the afternoon about the sincerity of purpose and passion for 
work. I also told him that I am not acting on anyone’s instructions. 
Sarhad School is our own objective, our own dream. We have 
accepted this challenge on our own. Yes, we do not have the 
resources today, but tomorrow is another day! We are committed 
to our purpose and we are sure we will find a way. If for some 
reason, we fail in fulfilling our dream, we would stop our work! 

After lunch, the Chief Minister invited the corporators of the 
Pune Municipal Corporation to Jammu-Kashmir, which they 
accepted. 


1 May 2003 


In the last decade and a half, ever since Kashmir has started 
burning, the country is slowly awakening to the ground reality in 
the troubled state. There is now a realization at different levels 
starting from the political level, about the basic issues that have 
plagued the Kashmiris. The issue is not so much about the militancy 
and unrest, as it is of having an identity and basic subsistence. 
Perennially ignored by the political establishment, the 
complications created by the Article 370 and the chronic problem 
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of the POK, the state inevitably has fallen prey to the politico- 
religious vultures across the border. 

The disenchantment with the political set up resulted not only 
in an identity crisis; it also created a general anti-establishment 
feeling. The people distrusted the political parties and the 
government officials but also sneered at the army, when it was 
deployed in the state. The homegrown militants of the initial period 
were dearer to them even if they killed, while the army was scorned 
even when it tried to restore normalcy. 

After the situation worsened with the foreign mercenaries 
entering the valley and trying to rule their lives with the gun though, 
the ordinary Kashmiris began to retract. The sneer that was reserved 
for the army was now accorded to the militants. ‘They feed us as if 
we are some stray dogs in the street,’ an entry in the diary of a 
nabbed militant is indicative enough of the change in the outlook 
of the Kashmiris towards them. The army in the meanwhile took 
up the responsibility of creating a positive atmosphere through 
Operation Sadbhavana, the details of which have been mentioned 
in the preceding pages of this diary. 

The initial gratefulness however, threatened to turn into inertia 
and a habit of living on the dole on the part of the Kashmiris. This 
couldn’t go on forever and in the longer run, it was highly essential 
that the people learn to earn their own bread. How long, after all, 

the army could expend all its energies on the internal administration 
of a state? And how long can the external financial assistance 
continue? For that reason, it was important to help the people of 
Jammu-Kashmir regain their fractured self-respect and develop a 
sense of belonging to the country. We definitely need to give them 
a fish to eat today, but then we must also teach them how to fish, so 
that they can eat by themselves for the rest of their lives. 

: F rom this point ofview, the army launched a programme called 
Operation Ujala’. Under this programme, the army started 
communicating with the Kashmiri youths and started giving them 
professional courses. This would enable the young men and women 
to be self-reliant and ultimately, support their families. The crutches 
of government aid for a living are sought to be removed, at least 
from the people who are otherwise in a position to work. These 
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trained youths are then given opportunities to interact with those 
from different states in India, which helped them look at their lives 
and indecd the world, with a different perspective. 

The idea being they understand their responsibility towards their 
own lives and those of their family members and begin afresh to 
become independent. 

So far ‘Sarhad’ has been bringing the Kashmiri children to 
Maharashtra under our ‘Know India’ programme and giving them 
an opportunity to interact with the children here. When we were 
informed about a Friendship Camp being organized by the army 
for children in the age group of 12 to 16 years, in estima, we 
decided to extend our wholehearted support. 

The army planned to take 500 selected children from all the 
states in India to Kashmir and similarly select 500 children from 
Jammu-Kashmir. The two groups would be given an opportunity 
to mingle, make friends with each other, exchange thoughts, ideas 
and of course have fun together. In all it would be an exciting 
week. 

We promised Lt Gen V. G. Patankar, the organizer of the ‘Ujala’ 
programme, that he will receive maximum positive response from 
Maharashtra and that we will take the responsibility to that effect. 
Out of the total 500 children nationwide, we assured him we will 
send 100 children, 50 boys and 50 girls, from Maharashtra alone. 

‘Sarhad’ believes and has several first-hand experiences 
described at various places in this diary. that Kashmir is looking to 
the people from other states for the emotional support in their 
difficult time. It is high time we as a nation responded positively. 
We have no doubt that these visits will help bring about the needed 
change in the perception. 


15 May 2003 


Having seen the measures taken by the army, we were looking 
for an opportunity to convey our appreciation to it. That Gen 
Patankar particularly, is from Pune was an added incentive. 

One incident would show how fair-minded and humane Gen 
Patankar is. In one of the cross-firings in the valley, by mistake a 
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maulavi was shot dead by the army. In an attempt to cover-up the 
mistake, they declared the maulavi to be a militant. The maulavi 
was a well-known person in the town and the people of the town 
got terribly upset at this ghastly incident. The atmosphere there 
became tense. a 

When Gen Patankar came to know of the details of the incident, 
he promptly went to the town with Deputy Chief Minister Muzaffar 
Hussain Baig and talked to the people. He admitted that the army 
had erred in this case and issued a public apology. He also promised 
to take suitable action against the concemed officer. His timely 
and genuine action helped quell a potentially explosive situation. 
The people in the valley have come to respect Gen Patankar because 
of this and many other incidents, which showed his humanitarian 
side. 

We arranged for a lecture by Lt Gen Patankar based on his 
various experiments and experiences in the valley. Thankfully, he 
accepted our invitation. In his lecture titled, “Recreating Kashmir”, 
he assured the people of India that the army is determined to root 
out the militancy from Kashmir soon. Informing about the reduced 
patronage and sympathy towards the militants in Jammu-Kashmir, 
he appealed to the nation to come forward and help the army in its 
measures for creating the bond of trust with the Kashmiris and 
help the state regain its self-respect and old glory. The army needs 
strong support from every Indian in its endeavour to rid the Valley 
ofmilitancy. His emotional, yet strongly nationalistic words evoked . 
an instant applause from the audience. 


30 May 2003 


The efforts of taking the cooperative movement to Kashmir are 
on. ‘Sarhad’ organized a tour of a large contingent from the 
cooperative sector in Maharashtra. The Maharashtra State minister 
of Dairy Development and Animal Husbandry, Shri Hassan 
Mushrif, led the team of delegates. 
We all met the Chief Minister Mufti Mohammed Sayeed in 
Srinagar today. Mr. Sayeed expressed his desire that now since the 
atmosphere in his State is pretty much near normal and several 
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resident and non-resident Indians (NRIs) have offered to make 
sizable investments in the state; the time is ripe to revive the 
cooperative movement in Jammu-Kashmir. Dairy, vegetable, fruit 
and banking co-operatives have a significant role to play in the 
state economy. 


31 May 2003 


As per our expectations, we received an overwhelming response 
from the children and their parents in Maharashtra. We achieved 
the target of 100 children from different parts of the state, to be 
sent to Kashmir for the ‘Maitri se Ujala’ Friendship Camp organized 
by Lt Gen Patankar. 

Some of the parents had apprehensions about sending their 
children to Jammu-Kashmir from their safety point of view. But 
the issue was also very close to their hearts, so with a little 
counseling they agreed to let their children have the unique 
opportunity to visit the troubled state for a humanitarian cause. 

The children left for Kashmir today and were seen off by their 
parents and several dignitaries from Pune. The camp is for one 
week, 4" June to 11" June. 


5 June 2003 


Today I am back in Kashmir. I have come here with a team of 
Pune municipal corporators (councilors). Chief Minister Mufti 
Mohammed Sayeed welcomed the councilors and apprised them 
of the various steps taken by his government to improve facilities 
for the tourists in order to boost tourism of the state. He then 
appealed to the team to help his government revive the slackened 
tourism in his state. He also took information from the Pune 
councilors about the working of the corporation and said that, 
officials from the recently upgraded Srinagar Corporation would 
visit Pune to study the functioning of various departments of the 
Pune Municipal Corporation. 

I then apprised the Chief Minister, of the progress of the building 
and construction of the Sarhad School and informed him that we 
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will be ready for the first batch of children to be admitted in 
November, later this year, as promised! 

On arrival in Srinagar, the corporators decided to take a round 
of the Dal Lake in the shikaras. 

A man with a video camera came there in the afternoon and 
requested the corporators for a video shoot, saying that he is from 
Doordarshan, the national television channel of the country. He 
went about his job meticulously and after the video-shoot, left from 
there. 

A little while later another person with camera arrived and 
introduced himself-as the cameraman of Doordarshan. Naturally 
we were confused and asked him about the person who had just 
left from there. The man said he doesn’t know about the other 
person and showed his identity card to prove his credentials. 

This sent a chill up the spines of the corporators. They kept on 
discussing about the mysterious ‘other person’, who now had a 
detailed video of them. 

Fortunately, however, nothing untoward happened further on 
and the tour went on as per the schedule. 

Later on, the corporators visited the border near Uri and met 
with the jawans posted there. They also met the local people in the 
town and visited the Sadbhavana School. 


15 June 2003 


The 100 children who had gone to Kashmir for the ‘Maitri se 
Ujala’ programme organized by the army returned today. 

As expected, the children were very happy. The way they spoke 
about Kashmir, Kashmiris and the overall experience of the camp, 
was very reassuring as far as “Sarhad? is concemed. We have always 
maintained that love and only love will give Kashmir its old glory 
and peace. The Tesponse that the Kashmiri children coming here 
for the ‘Know India’ tour get in Maharashtra, is no different than 
what the children of ‘Maitri se Ujala’ programme were describing. 
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and opportunities to share among the children. 

Among the various reactions and incidents that the children 
were so enthusiastic to share with their parents and all those who 
had come to receive them on the railway station, two stood out. 
Firstly, the children when asked if they were scared to go to 
Kashmir, said that Kashmir is like home to them why should anyone 
be scared to meet one’s own people? The second incident involved 
a Kashmiri Muslim girl. When these children went to visit the 
Shankaracharya temple in the valley, the Muslim girl too went 
inside the temple with them and not just that, when she witnessed 
the pooja ritual inside, she even adorned the vermillion teeka on 
her forehead. 

When queried outside the temple, she said, “I am a Hindu, a 
Muslim, a Sikh and a Christian in equal parts. What is important 
for me is not which religion I belong to but that I am a human 
being and an Indian.” 

The children were so moved by the remark that thereafter 
whenever someone asked them who they are, they all replied ‘We 
are Indians.’ 

When someone said that after the visit his opinion about Kashmir 
and Kashmiri Muslims has changed completely, we realized that 
we are on the right track. 

Many of these children wrote articles for the local newspapers 
of their respective towns and cities, describing the experiences in 
the camp. 


5 August 2003 


Encouraged by the response of the schoolchildren after visiting 
Kashmir, we decided to work towards raising the level of awareness 
of the young adults of Maharashtra, about Kashmir. 

We announced formation of special groups in the various 
colleges, in all the major cities in the state. These groups will consist 
of five boys and five girls, with whom ‘Sarhad’ will interact 
regularly and update as well as discuss with them on the Kashmir 
issue. We intend to involve these young men and women in the 
rehabilitation of the widows, orphans and other people from rural 
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Kashmir, who are affected by militancy in that state. 
We hope to put an end through this exercise, to the adverse 
publicity about Kashmir and talk about the ground realities there. 


18 August 2003 


The Lord Ganesh festival (Ganeshotsav) of Pune is famous all 
over the world. Started as a public festival by Lokmanya Tilak, the 
great veteran social and political leader of pre-Independence India, 
the ten-day festival is something everyone must watch and 
participate in, at least once in his life. The atmosphere in Pune 
during those ten days is highly charged with religious fervour and 
festivities. The days are full of religious as well as cultural 
programmes all over the city. 

The festival occupies a very important place in the minds of 
entire Maharashtra and is celebrated all over the state with equal 
fervor. For the festival, every year thousands of Ganesh idols are 
made and every Maharashtrian family installs one in the house 
and worships it. On the-tenth day, the idols are immersed in the 
water. 

Among the several businesses that thrive during these ten days, 
making beautiful idols is a highly prosperous one. 

Some time ago, when working to promote the cooperative sector 
in Kashmir, we had met some young men who requested us to help 
them get education in Pune, away from the militancy in their state. 
We had accepted to take up the responsibility and brought some of 
them to Pune. 

Arshid Hussain, one of the young men, hada big responsibility 
on his shoulders, that of running his family of five including himself. 
Arshid owned a piece of land in Ichgaon village in Badgam district 
and supported his meagre income from farming by dabbling in 
tourist services. The militancy however, made it impossible to do 

either. 

On arriving in Pune for education, Arshid couldn’t overlook 
his responsibility of feeding his family. An artist by nature, when 
he saw the Ganesh idols being made at several places, he decided 
to take up the seasonal job to augment his income. A devout Muslim, 
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Arshid offers flowers to the Lord Ganesh every morning and prays 
to him for peace in his home state. 

He loves the communal harmony in Pune in contrast, which is 
the original Kashmiri Sufi tradition. 


31 October 2003 


The construction work of the Sarhad Bhavan is about 60% 
complete. The entire building is expected to be ready by January 
2004. While we will select and admit 100 students next month, in 
November, the school itself will start in the next academic year 
(2004-2005). The financial problems that I mentioned earlier were 
also getting solved in different ways. For instance, due to the 
upswing in the real estate prices, a piece of land owned by our 
family fetched a decent price and the money came handy in a 
particularly severe crisis. 

In the meanwhile, we continued to help Kashmiri students in 
getting admissions in various educational institutes in and around 
Pune. 

We came across a young Kashmiri girl, who asked us for help 
in getting admission in one of the Pune colleges, ‘because no US 
University is ready to give me admission’. Her attitude and the 
fact that she thought of trying to get her further education in US 
than in any of the so many good institutions in India offended us. 
Clearly, we must do something for Kashmiri students like her. The 
students should feel closer to India than any other country and this 
would be possible if they get good, international-quality education 
as well as jobs in India. 

It is now a fact that along with the Hindu Pandits, even Kashmiri 
Muslims are migrating from Jammu-Kashmir. The Muslim 
migration is as much on account of militancy in the state, as it is on 
‘the lack of facilities for quality education and the lack of good 
employment opportunities. Statistics show that as on date, there 
are more than 1000 Kashmiri families who have come and settled 
in Pune alone. About 450 students from Kashmir have also come 
to Pune in search of good education. This city is fast becoming a 
Second home for the Kashmiris. 
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Apart from educational institutes, we have also started 
communicating with various businesses and political organizations 
in Pune to help the deserving Kashmiri candidates get Jobs. 

This year in June, we had secured college admissions for six 
Kashmiri students and now we propose to take up responsibility of 
doing the same for 100 students. 

We have even requested the management of the Fergusson 
College in Pune to open a branch in Jammu-Kashmir and in turn 
got the willingness of the Jammu-Kashmir government to allocate 
land and give recognition to the branch. Fergusson College is a 
grand old institution in the field of education, where many present- 
day leaders of India and Pakistan have studied. 

Sponsorship of students is another area where we continue to 
work and appeal people and institutions to come forward for it. 

Along with the Sarhad School for the children, we also plan to 
start a girls’ hostel for the young Kashmiri women coming here 
for higher education. 

We have started a ‘Kashmir Awareness F orum/Group’ for 
reaching out to people in Maharashtra and are seeking their active 
support in the education and career building of the Kashmiri 
students. 

For that we are even going to the rural areas. 

The need for such a forum was felt because of the apprehensions 
general public carries about Kashmiri youths. It so happened that 
once a landlord in Pune threw out five Kashmiri boys staying in 
his house. It was almost midni ght and the boys were scared. Usually, 
‘Sarhad? is the first place where calls are received whenever there 
is some issue involving Kashmiris. For the people of Pune ‘Sarhad’ 
is Kashmir. But coming back to the incident of that night, the boys 
chose to call their relatives in Kashmir before they called us. 

-In the middle of the night I received a phone call. 

“Tam so and so calling from Kashmir,” the voice on the other 
side said. It was a female voice. 

“You know I am a woman IAS officer from Kashmir. If you 

people drive us out of your homes like this, itis going to be difficult. 
Tell me, do you want us driven out of India as well?” 
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When asked about the reason for the call, the caller revealed to 
us the incident and expressed her extreme displeasure. 

J then personally went and met the landlord and settled the 
matter. Thereafter we made alternative arrangement for the boys 
and there was no trouble after that. 

When the Kashmiri youths, including girls, came to Pune, they 
would quickly get the sense the freedom in the air here. After a 
compressed and stressed life back home, they would usually want 
to freak out once they settled here. Going to pubs and night shows 
in the movie theatres, attending parties, staying awake and out of 
house till late night would become the norm. This inevitably created 
problem for the property owners in Many ways and then the 
incidents as the one described above occur. 


4 January 2004 


An army patrol squad in Kargil has senta young boy Mohammad 
Firoz to Pune at their personal expenses. Mohammad has a severe 
heart ailment and is now undergoing treatment in the Military 
hospital in Pune. 

Mohammad belongs to a very poor family in Farona village in 
the Kargil region and has developed this heart problem one year 
ago. Since his family simply couldn’t afford to have him treated 
by good doctors in Kargil, let alone taking him to any place else, 
the army jawans decided to help him get a proper treatment. 

When we learned about Mohammad, we immediately took up 
the responsibility to provide him all possible help. 

The act of those unknown jawans was heartening as it showed 
that the army is not just about guns and bombs! 


10 January 2004 
About 365 young Kashmiri children in the age group 7-11 years 
reached Punce today. We have brought them here under our ‘Ek 


Nayi Subah’ (A New Dawn) programme. A new dawn in their 
lives, is what we want to see! 
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This was the first time so many Kashmiri children were going 
out of Kashmir in one lot and that to within India. Because of the 
increasing response to the ‘Know India’ tours and requests from 
the children every year, we have decided to increase the number 
and created a separate programme, ‘Ek Nayi Subah.’ Expectedly, 
there were all sorts of rumours and allegations doing rounds in the 
state. The mistrust was so much; people looked through their 
jaundiced vision. Mohammed Shafi Qureshi, a Kashmiri social 
activist, introduced to us by Nazir and Feroz Khan working with 
us for quite some now, had taken lead in organizing this visit. It 
was Shafi who took a lot of pains to select and gather the children 
and also make all the necessary arrangements from that end. If 
Shafi was thinking that he would get a pat on his back for helping 
so many children see a new dawn, he was in for a rude shock. 

On his way to Jammu with the children, to catch the train, he 
was stopped by some militants. A thorough enquiry was made with 
him about the purpose of this visit. 

Apart from the militants, Shafi had to expiain and assure every 
one that there is no attempt to ‘convert’ the children into anything 
and that the visit will, ifanything, broaden their minds. He pleaded 
with people to let the children go and ultimately succeeded. 

165 of the children are arranged to stay with 62 Maharashtrian 
families as house guests. The experience would be novel for both, 
the children as well as the host families. 


16 January 2004 


During the stay in Pune, we had organized a number of 
programmes for the children. One of them was the ‘Friendship 
Run’; another was a cultural programme on the background of the 
Shaniwar Wada, the historic monument in Pune. Well-know Urdu 
poet Nida Fazli also met the children and chatted with them. 


17 January 2004 


The film stars have a great appeal in the minds of ordinary people 
and when you talk about children, Just multiply it manifold. In the 
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previous tours, we had arranged for the children to meet superstars 
Shah Rukh Khan and Hrithik Roshan, thanks to Javed Akhtar, the 
well known poet, lyricist and Scriptwriter of the Hindi films. 

This time, thanks to Raj Thackeray, the children had a lifetime 
opportunity to meet the ‘Star of the Millennium’, India’s screen 
god, Amitabh Bachchan. Raj Thackeray himself informed Amitabh 
Bachchan about ‘Sarhad’ and all that it does for the Kashmiris and 
especially the children from that state. 

The megastar halted his shooting schedule Just to meet, talk 
and be photographed with the visiting ‘Ek Nayi Subah’ team. In 
his famous baritone voice when he spoke with the children to assure 
them of the love in the heart of all Indians, the children were 
absolutely thrilled, excited, dumbstruck, overwhelmed, all at the 
same time. They perhaps could not believe their luck and the fact 
that they are seeing the man of the dreams of a billion people in 
flesh and blood right in front of them. 

Sometimes one wonders about the fact that you could talk all 
your life on a particular subject to people, they pay you only so 
much attention, but just have one movie megastar meet them once 
and they will fall over each other to latch on to every word he 
speaks. The appeal and by corollary the effect, that these people 
can have on the masses is simply amazing and needs to be hamessed 
for good causes. : 

The gentleman that he is, Amitabh Bachchan pledged that he 
would do whatever he could, to help ‘Sarhad’ in its good deeds. 


20 January 2004 


Each tour of the Kashmiri children teaches us something. This 
time, it was the similarities between Kashmir and Pune; the 
Kashmiri language and the Marathi language that is spoken in 
Maharashtra. 

While moving around with the children, I taught them some 
Marathi words and they in turn, taught me a few Kashmiri words. 
We were both surprised and pleased to find, for example, that rice 
is called ‘bhaat? in Marathi whereas in Kashmiri, it is called ‘bathe’. 
Very similar sounding words! We also learned that rice is a favourite 


The Sarhad Story | 197 


food in Kashmir, just as it is in Maharashtra. In the Konkan region 


in Maharashtra in fact, rice is a staple food. ; i 
[twas fun and it turned out to be a bonding exercise ofa different 


kind. 
21 January 2004 


After a lifetime experience of love, respect and VIP treatment 
apart from the opportunity to meet great personalities as well as 
the common men and women in Maharashtra, the ‘Ek Nayi Subah’ 
left for New Delhi today, on their way back to Kashmir. 

As it happens every year in the ‘Know India’ tours, the children 
left Pune with a heavy heart. Those who had stayed with the families 
as houseguests especially found it difficult to bid adieu to their 
new acquaintances. The Maharashtrian families also were quite 
emotional. They had showered all the love on the children. The 
fondness was mutual. The children extended their sincere 
invitations to them to come to Kashmir and insisted that they stay 
with them and not in the hotels. The bonds of love are truly stronger 
than any other. If only these children act as catalysts in similar 
bonding of their elders and neighbours with the people from the 

rest of India ... 

On reaching Delhi, when they met with Smt Sor.a Gandhi, the 
Congress President, she found that they could not sto~ talking about 
Maharashtra. When she asked them which particular city or town 
in India they liked most, she got a unanimous answer, ‘Pune’. 
Somewhat surprised by the unanimity in the answer, she was 
prompted to ask, why, what they got in Pune. To which, she again 
got a unanimous answer, ‘Love’. 

Soniaji had given just 15 minutes for this visit of the children, 
but she ended up Spending 50 minutes with them. During this time, 
she even danced with the children, bowing to their earnest requests. 

Later Smt Gandhi keenly enquired about ‘Sarhad’ and its 
activities and promised that she would support all our activities for 
the Kashmiri children. She even gave instructions to ensure a proper 
lodging and boarding arrangements for the children in Delhi 

henceforth, whenever ‘Sarhad’ brought them there. 
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After meeting Smt Gandhi, we took the children to meet Shri 
Murli Manohar Joshi, the BJP leader and Union Minister of Human 
Resource Development. 

Shri Joshi discussed with the children about the educational 
facilities, curriculum etc. When the minister asked the children 
about which city they liked most, he too got the answer that it is 
Pune. 

The weather in Delhi is extreme compared to that in Pune, with 
hotter summers and colder winters. Pune weather on the other hand 
is much more pleasant in any season. The children had also noticed 
this difference. One of them even remarked that the pleasing 
evening breeze and the hospitality and affection of ‘Sarhad’ make 
them feel at home, when they are in Pune. 

When the children reached Kashmir, the people showered them 
with flower petals and the atmosphere there was one of revelry. 
The contrast between situations at the time of their departure from 
Kashmir and their arrival now, left the children bemused... 


22 February 2004 


‘Sarhad’ by now is involved in numerous activities, all directed 
towards increasing the interaction between the people of Kashmir’ 
and the people of Maharashtra. 

As mentioned earlier in this diary, Maharashtra is one of the 
major patrons of the tourism industry in Jammu-Kashmir. Every 
year a number of people from the state go to Jammu-Kashmir for 
the Vaishnodevi and Amamath pilgrimages and there onwards to 
the valley for its scenic beauty. Some time ago, we had arranged a 
meet of the tour operators from Maharashtra and arranged for their 
interaction with the Home Minister Mushtaq Ahmed Lone, of the 
previous government in Jammu-Kashmir. 4 

Since then the number of tours and tourists has only increased. 
A special méntion of Raja-Rani Travels from Mumbai is required. 
Raja Patil, the owner of the tourist company dared to take tourists 
to the valley even when there was violence there. He also boldly 
attached a small tricolour to his breast-pocket, when moving about 
in Jammu-Kashmir. 
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Tragically, Mushtaq Ahmed Lone was later killed in election 
related violence. i 

We decided to felicitate such tour operators in and around Pune 
for their contribution towards building relationship with the 
ordinary Kashmiris, whose chief source of income is tourism. We 
invited the Jammu-Kashmir State Tourism Minister G. A. Mir and 
the assistant resident commissioner Javed Amin to do the honours. 
Mr. Mir expressed his satisfaction about the increase in the number 
of tourists to his state over the last year and gratefully acknowledged 
that a significant portion of this increasing number is from 
Maharashtra. Emphasizing that the militancy in Jammu-Kashmir 
has practically come down to a few stray incidents and that, along 
with the increased tourism, has helped the state greatly in improving 
the infrastructural facilities. The intangible benefits that the state 
has got during this period of relative peace are much more than the 
tangible ones. He appealed to the people to come to Jammu-Kashmir 
without any fear. He then went on to describe the plans to set-up a 
coordination cell in Pune, which will be directly linked to the 
Jammu-Kashmir Tourism Board. This would enable people in Pune 
to get all possible information about tourism, travel, accommodation 
ete right here. 


1 May 2004 


Weare preparing the application forms for the admission to the 
Sarhad residential school. We will distribute these forms in the 
militancy-affected villages and towns. The selection process will 
be based on three criteria: the child should be an orphan, belong to 
a family below poverty line and there will be only one child from 
one such family. Sarhad will provide all these children free 
education and accommodation till they pass 10 standard. The 
school will have English as the medium of instruction. 


16 June 2004 


All the major Urdu and English newspapers in Kashmir carried 
the news of admission of Kashmiri Students in the Sarhad School. 
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We received an overwhelming response from the people for 
our ads and we were sure that our target of 100 students would be 
met. At the same time however, we also had some weird 
experiences. Some people tried to spread rumours about us having 
an ulterior motive behind Starting the school. Some said that we 
were taking money from the parents and guardians, to select their 
wards. They probably did not want a good future for the children 
or then, they simply didn’t trust us. 

Yet there were 1,700 applications received. The number was 
saddening, indicating the enormity of the number of needy children. 
Also, that showed that apart from orphans, many parents too wanted 
to keep their children safe and out of the shadow of death and 
terror in the valley. We met a father, who tried to get his son 
admitted in our school, falsely claiming that the boy was an orphan. 
A widow pleaded with us to accept at least two of her six children. 

Even anactive militant wanted his son to be admitted in our 
school for his better future. 

We also learned that some people tried to take advantage of the 
situation by collecting money from the parents using our name. 

All in all, the mission was successful. 


17 June 2004 


It’s a big day in the life of ‘Sarhad’ today. We are all extremely 
happy and excited that the dream we had been pursuing for the 
past few years, has come to reality in the form of the ‘Sarhad 
School’, which commenced the classes today. 

About 105 children from Kashmir have a ‘Home Away from 
Home’ in the Sarhad Bhavan, where they will stay for the next few 
years, until they complete their school education. 

We selected about 88 children from Kanan, Dardpura, 
Haandwara, Sopore, Baramullah, Kupwara and Badgam, with the 
help of the local voluntary organizations and 17 were selected by 
the army, from Kargil region. 

The youngest child in this batch is four-and-a-half year old 
‘Tashi’, from Kargil. - 

The entire credit of setting up the team of teachers, making the 
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children feel at home mentally and physically, helping them _ 
acclimatize with the environment, taking care of their tastes of 

s to Sushama. 
Eo or didi (elder sister), as the teachers, staff and students 
call her, is a perfectionist, minus the lack of affection that such 
people sometimes tend to get afflicted with. i i 

Many a time, even when she was not keeping particularly well, 
she would constantly think about the needs of the children. Their 
food, their studies, their other personal needs, would keep her (and 
obviously her staff in turn) on the toes. Being a M.A., B. Ed., she 
is the Principal and Director of the school. 

Ms Kavita Wankhede, Bhuvaneshwari, Sarika Masurkar, Priya 
Kaul were the first few people who took up the responsibility of 
teaching. 

Sayeeda Mir is a Kashmiri herself and works as caretaker for 
the children. ; 

We know it’s a mammoth task. To pay for the education, 
accommodation and other expenses of 120 boys and girls, is by no 
means an easy task. But the fact that we are doing this for our own 
brethren who are unfortunately. having a torrid time and thereby 
help them and the nation, gives us incalculable satisfaction and 
pride. Of course, this is just the beginning! We intend to bring 
more such children over the period and try to send them back as 
responsible, self-reliant Indian citizens. 

It would not be wrong to say that ours is the only institution to 
bring so many Kashmiri children, so far away from their homes, in 
order to offer them an Opportunity to study - without any financial 
burden on their parents or relatives. : 

What we want is that they are exposed to the modern world and 
lucation, without losing their identity and traditions. - 
Our real achievement and Satisfaction will come when these 


children return to the valley and contribute towards the growth 
and development of their region as true Indians. 


ed 
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15 July 2004 


It’s nearly a month that the school has started and we are facing 
some peculiar problems here. 

While the children are happy, that they are getting two square 
meals a day and of good quality at that, the climate is playing havoc 
on their bodies. Not used to the tropical atmosphere here, many of 
them are having some skin afflictions. The doctors are treating 
them and have suggested some changes in their dict. 

Another problem is with language. The children only understand 
Urdu and Kashmiri languages, the languages they speak at home 
and among themselves. They find it hard to communicate with the 
few local children in their classes. 

The children, unable to make a head or tail of what is going on 
in the class, would simply stare blankly at the teacher. 

The younger children try hard to pick up the new language and 
the way of education here. The real problem is with the older ones. 
It became a major issue for the teachers, when some of the older 
boys and even girls, asked the teachers point blank, as to why should 
they learn their language and forget their own? Some even puta 
condition that they would learn Marathi only if the teachers in turn 
learned Urdu from them. 

It was hilarious to see the students teaching their teachers in the 
class....To their credit however, all our teachers went out of the 
way to even take some Urdu lessons after the school hours. Such is 
their dedication! 

We have arranged for two Kashmiri teachers Mr. Tipu and Mr. 
Faiyaz to come and teach them in their language, until they are 
able to understand English. 

The children are intelligent; no doubt, the problem is they lack 
in systematic and organized way of working. This fact reflects in 
not just their behaviour in the classroom; even their personal habits 
and behavioural tendencies are lacking in discipline, hygiene and 
neatness. 

Perhaps because the climate in Kashmir is cold, compared to 
the tropical climate in Maharashtra, they were not used to taking 
bath everyday. Nor did they bother to wash their clothes for days 
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together. Their hair would be unkempt always and they liked them 
scraggly, rather than well groomed. To top it all, even though we 
had advertised for the admission of the local children, we observed 
that very few local parents took admission for their children in 
Sarhad School. Somehow, some people were not comfortable with 
the idea of allowing them to study with the Kashmiri children. 


16 August 2004 


Another month has passed and we all are working hard on the 

children. This is turning out to be a great learning for all of us... 

Some of the older children are finding the disciplined life and 

structured lessons, simply too much to follow. They are saying 
they want to go back and not study any more. The teachers and 
caretakers are doing their best to convince them otherwise. After 
repeated instructions, many of the children are still wearing same 
set of clothes for more than a week. When told that they need to 
wash them, they forcefully put them in a bucket to soak.....for 
about four days! Finally, the caretaker and even some of the teachers 
went to their hostel rooms and helped them wash the clothes, lest 
they rot in the buckets, 

To their horror, the teachers found that everything else in the 
room was strewn around the rooms; things casually tossed about 
on the bed, on the floor, in the shelves and in the bathrooms. 
Thereafter, once in three days, cleaning and tidying up the rooms 
along with the children, has become a part of the routine. 

After every other way of convincing failed, one fine morning 
we brought a barber to the hostel early in the moming and forcefully 
Sou the dreadful, unwashed and lice-infected manes of all the 

oys. 

Mayur Masurkar is a part of ‘Sarhad’ for a long time now and 
he, along with Aba Pasalkar, Vijay Shinde, Hemant Jadhav and 
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25 August 2004 


We had realized that the Kashmiri children are rough in their 
manner of speaking and we were trying to teach them to be polite, 
in many ways. In addition, due to the lost schooling days back in 
Kashmir, some of them are a bit older for the standards they are 
studying in. However, when we reccived complaint from the parents 
of a few local boys regarding the bullying of these children, we 
were alarmed. We had to assure the aggrieved parents of our closer 
attention during and after the school hours. 

Asa clear example of how circumstances affect the young minds, 
we sec that the Kashmiri children, who are unfortunately the 
witnesses of and sufferers from violence, are violent themselves. 
Even when they play among themselves after the school hours in 
their hostel, invariably, there are mock torture scenes and gunfire 
sounds in it. 

Our teachers are routinely insulted themselyes by these children. 
Some, obviously no used to work in the face ofso many challenges, 
offered to resign. - 

As is the practice in Maharashtrian schools, we had started the 
ritual of singing the patriotic song, ‘Vande Mataram’ in the school. 
The children simply refused to take part in that. They thought it is 
a Hindu prayer. We explained to them the exact meaning of the 
Song and tried to remove their misconception. 

This apart, we see a lot of negativity and a strong religious 
insecurity in these children. While we are constantly in a counseling 
mode to address the former, to remove the latter feeling we started 
inviting local /iaulvis to the school for the religious lessons. 


19 October 2004 


A. K. Hangal, veteran actor of the Hindi film industry, called 
on the children at Sarhad School today. Mr. Hangal experienced 
` mixed emotions when he met the children. While he felt terribly. 
Sorry about their sad lives and tragic circumstances, he also felt 
good about what ‘Sarhad’ is doing for them. He appealed to the 
Society to come forward to help these children in settling down in 
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life. J 
The children, thrilled by seeing the veteran actor in person, sang 
songs, performed mimicry and chatted freely with their dadaji 


(grandfather). 
7 November 2004 


A majority of the 100 Kashmiri children selected for the Sarhad 
School are orphans. They have no home to return to in the vacations. 
In the case of some children, the relatives who are their guardians 
now, stay in such remote places of Jammu-Kashmir that it would 
take the children nearly a week to reach home. Keeping this in 
mind, we were working on plans to keep them engaged in some 
activities rather than sending them home during the Diwali vacation. 
The question was, where? One hundred is not a small number and 
to organize the stay, food, transportation etc for these many children 
was going to be a tough task. 

Girish Gandhi, a social activist from Nagpur who runs the 
activities of the ‘Vanrai’ trust and several other social entities, had 
read about ‘Sarhad’ somewhere, some time ago. Over the period, 
we have been communicating and exchanging information. When 
he learned about our difficulty, he promptly and graciously extended 
his invitation and asked us to bring the children to Nagpur. 

We are here in Nagpur today, for this reason. Girishbhai not 
only invited us here, he also made elaborate arrangements for the 


them being host to two of these little Kashmiri guests. 


; Itis worth mentioning here, that many ofthe families where the 
children stayed were Supporters of BJP. 


The idea will do wonders for the children and the families. We 
had experienced that earlier during the Ek Nayi Subah tour. The 
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children will celebrate Diwali and Eid festivals in a homely 
environment, something which they have lost too early in their 
lives. No amount of sloganeering and rhetoric can achieve the 
bonding between two people, this act of humanity can. 


8 November 2004 


The children were taken to visit ‘Prahargad’, an adventure resort 
near Nagpur today. They were welcomed by the local children with 
a human chain, which immediately included the visiting Kashmir 
children as its links. There couldn’t have been a better way of 
showing acceptance and inclusion to them and they too responded 
enthusiastically by joining in the fun, 

After the introductions in groups, all the children had breakfast 
together. Both, the local as well as the visiting children quickly 
warmed up to the theme of unity and enjoyed the rest of the day 
together, thoroughly. They shared the adventurous skills, sang and 
danced with each other. It was quite touching to see the innocent 
children from the valley enjoy their childhood once again and 
perhaps for the first time, without the fear of gunfire or a bomb- 
blast... 


12 November 2004 


Nagpur is the second capital of Maharashtra and has a lot of 
historical importance attached to it. Nagpur is also the city where 
the headquarters of Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) is located. 

Considering the image of the RSS as a right wing Hindu 
organization and its official stance on the Kashmir issue, taking 
Kashmiri children to the headquarters of RSS was an idea, which 
was sure to raise many an eyebrow. 

After visiting several newspaper offices in the last 3-4 days, 
today moming we visited the RSS headquarters and met with K. 
C. Sudarshan, the chief of the organization or Sarsanghchalak, as 
he is called. Sudarshanji spent one and a half hour with the children, 
during which he chatted up with them and also distributed sweets 
on the occasion of Diwali. 
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It was amazing to sec Sudarshanji narrate stories to the children, 
like any grandfather would to his grandchildren. Like Shri 
Balasaheb Thackeray, the RSS chief too, came across as a loving 
senior citizen. The religion or political ideology did not come in 
the way of these two great leaders showering their genuine affection 
on the Kashmiri children. That the Kashmiri children are our own 
children, is a sentiment shared by everyone irrespective of his or 
her belief, religious or otherwise... 

We saw the reflection of this on the joyous faces of the children. 


13 November 2004 


It has been a week now in Nagpur. During this time, the children 
have visited various tourist places in and around Nagpur. 

Today however, they will have an entirely different experience: 
Diwali celebration. Back in Kashmir, the Hindus do celebrate 
Diwali, but since the outbreak of violence and the mass exodus of 
the Pandits, the biggest of the Indian festivals has remained confined 
to the four walls of the Hindu families in the valley. This means 
that these children, who are born after 1990, may not have had an 
Opportunity to see and participate in the gala celebrations in their 
lives. Thanks to Mr. Girish Gandhi, they would be witness to the 
festive atmosphere and would feast on gourmet food this year. 

A big fireworks show is organized especially for these children 
today, on the lawns of the Police Commissioner’s Offices. 
Commissioner D. Sivanandan will take part in the celebrations 
along with the children and later on talk to them in an informal 
chat.Earlier in the day, they visited another adventure park, after 


which they were given chocolates, biscuits and other gifts on the 
occasion of Diwali. 


14 November 2004 


After a grand Diwali celebration amongst the policemen 
yesterday, the children attended a Special Qawwali programme 
today, as a part of celebration of Eid. The police band played various 
songs for the children and entertained them. 
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The incredulous faces of the children, when they saw the doting 
policemen and a father-like Commissioner of Police yesterday, were 
quite a sight. So far they had seen the policemen who had faces 
without a trace of a smile and who used their batons on almost 
anybody in sight. When Commissioner D. Sivanandan shook hands 
with each one of them, they looked to have gone in a trance. Their 
wonder was beyond any restraint. 

The vacation ended for the children on a very emotional note. 
Experiencing a hitherto unknown adoration and affection from 
unknown ‘Indians’ the children wished the vacation did not end! 
In the last few days, they lived an entire childhood which they 
missed due to the tragic events back in Kashmir, They played, 
they sang, they danced, they visited tourist places and resorts and 
theme parks. The enormous love and affection they received from 
the families they stayed with as well as all those who met them and 
invited them to their places was Just unbelievable. They made a lot 
of friends and won many hearts here in Nagpur. They had never 
had so much attention in their lives. They will leave this place with 
all that and the special gifts they received from various people and 
organizations. 

Sandeep Joshi, a staunch supporter of RSS, and his loving family 
had played host to Tanveer, When Tanveer packed his bag to leave 
their house at the end of the stay in Nagpur, both the hosts and the 
guest, just couldn’t control their emotions. Tears flowed freely from 
everyone’s eyes. When Tanveer said that he now has two mothers, 
one in Kashmir and one in Nagpur, even those who were present 
there, found it difficult to hold back their tears. 

Humanity is after all the single most powerful religion of the 
human beings... 


9 January 2005 


In our ongoing little efforts towards helping the people of 
Kashmir in their hour of need in multiple ways, we have been also 
Promoting tourism to the state. The situation in Kashmir today 
though not exactly normal, is quite peaceful than ever in the last 
decade and half or more. Maharashtra, as has been mentioned 
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earlier, is a major contributor in tourism to Kashmir. The recent 
statistical data show that people from Maharashtra constitute 47% 
of all the tourists visiting Jammu-Kashmir every year. 

There is more potential here than the figures show, but the fear 
factor surely prevents many enthusiasts from going to the valley. 
For this reason, we thought that a visit by the Director General of 
the J&K Tourism Department, Mr. Saleem Baig will help people 
hear the first hand information about the conditions in J&K. In 
association with the Pune Union of Working Journalists, we 
arranged a press meet of Mr. Baig. He was accompanied by Mr. 
Muzaffar Hussain Baig, the minister for Finance and Deputy Chief 
Minister. 

The Baig duo informed the journalists about the numerous steps 
the state government is taking to promote tourism. On his part, the 
Minister of Finance assured the people of Maharashtra that, for 

~ the past two years, the state is experiencing a near-normalcy and 
said that the credit for the present peace-like situation in J&K 
without doubt goes to all these heartening number of the tourists. 
He further stated that the Hindu Pandits who are either ousted from 
the state or have left on their own are an integral part of Jammu- 
Kashmir. With them, the state has lost good teachers and doctors 
and plans are being chalked out to facilitate their return. The 
minister also attacked Pakistan for creating trouble in the state and 
obstructing the development initiatives like power projects. 

Mr. Muzaffar Baig said that his department is working with the 

Maharashtra Tourism Development Corporation (MTDC) to create 
a special joint tourism package for the people in Maharashtra. The 


package aims at providing a number of Sops for the tourists coming 
from Maharashtra. 


15 January 2005 


The Sarhad School had its first annual function this year, which 
concluded yesterday with the prize distribution to students who 
had shone in different fields of school activities. 

This was their first-ever formal appreciation by elderly and 

eminent people of the society. The staff and special Kashmiri 
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teachers of the children took a lot of pains for the children by 
encouraging them to do well in studies as well as extra-curricular 
activities. 


13 February 2005 


Today we had organized a workshop on ‘Contribution of Pune 
in the Rehabilitation of the Kashmiri Pandits’. Lt Gen (Retd) Moti 
Dhar was the chief guest. 

After a joint meeting of the displaced Hindu Pandits and 
Muslims who have settled in the city, we wanted the dialogue with 
these people to continue. We also invited political and social leaders 
as well some eminent journalists to take part in this workshop. 

All the speakers expressed the need to re-establish the 
communication between the Pandits and the Muslims in the valley, 
so that the Pandits can go back to their own state. 

Lt. Gen Dhar emphasized the fact that, there is no animosity 
between the two communities per se in Jammu-Kashmir. The 
Pakistanis and the secessionists have together put a wedge between 
them for their own selfish interests. The situation will return to 
normal, but then there is a need to remove this element of doubt 
created by the evil forces in the minds of both the communities. 
The Muslims in the valley were originally Hindus but they embraced 
Islam after the waves of Muslim invasion crashed on the country’s 
borders. That however didn’t change their culture, the kashmiriyat. 
Culturally the Muslims and the Hindu Pandits are essentially the 
same and it is this Kashmiri culture, sought to be destroyed by the 
enemy countries and their agents in the valley. The kashmiriyat 
needs to be protected. 

The social and political leaders present for the workshop 
promised their wholehearted support to the cause of rehabilitating 
the Pandits. 

In the end, I informed the audience about the action plan being 
prepared by ‘Sarhad’ under the guidance of Lt Gen Dhar. 

We have set up a committee for this purpose and Lt Gen Dhar 
heads it. 
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24 February 2005 


The Jammu-Kashmir Tourism Development Corporation 
(JKTDC), as a part of its activities to promote tourism in the state, 
sought the help of ‘Sarhad’ to organize a three-day festival featuring 
the culture and heritage of Jammu-Kashmir in Pune. Christened 
‘Romance of Kashmir’, the festival consists of all the traditional 


folk dances of J&K. We were only too eager to help. 

Handsome young boys and beautiful girls from Jammu, Kashmir 
and Ladakh regions will enthrall the Pune audience for the next 
three days, with their scintillating performances. 

The ‘Romance of Kashmir’ will also give the people of Pune a 
taste of the exquisite Kashmiri cuisines. A real treat! 

There is also an exhibition of black & white photographs and 
sketches on Kashmir by a Maharashtrian artist, specially put up 
during and as part of this festival. 

In all, this is going to be a great occasion to understand the 
culture and culinary specialties of the Jammu, Kashmir and Ladakh 
regions. 


16 April 2005 


The India-Pakistan cricket series is under way and a lot of cricket 
enthusiasts from across the border, are in India to watch the matches. 

A group of five Pakistani youths from among the visitors had 
come to Pune under the Youth Exchange Programme of the Rotaract 
Club. When they learned about ‘Sarhad’ and the newly started 
Sarhad School for the young Kashmiri children, they expressed a 
desire to meet the children. They. visited our campus today and 
interacted with the children. 

The Pakistani youth were in tears when they met with the 
children. They were feeling sorry about the plight of these children 
and for the fact that their own country was responsible for their 
heart-rending story. 

Confident that the youths of both countries can contribute to 

improving the bilateral relations, they said that more and more 
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children from both countries should be allowed to visit each others’ 
country freely. 

Fazal Habib, one member of the group said, “I want to apologize 
to these orphaned children for what my country did in Kargil and 
Kashmir. I somehow feel responsible for their sufferings. Please 
forgive me.” Fazal hugged a six-year old child and broke down 
after uttering these words. His feelings were echoed by his friends 
and while the children themselves are too young to understand the 
emotions, their teachers felt that such open expression of feelings 
would only lead to peace in the valley and perhaps, in Pakistan. 

Unfortunately, when the heart-felt reactions of these kind- 
hearted young men were reported in the national press the next 
day, the Pakistan embassy took a serious note of their words. When 
Gen Musharraf came over to New Delhi soon after, the embassy 
called for the passports and visa papers of the youth, along with 
their detailed personal information. 

When the young men learnt about it, they were scared for their 
lives and remarked, ‘We forgot that Pakistan is not India. Now 
only God knows what will happen to us?’ 


17 April 2005 


The first academic year of the children in Sarhad School ended 
this month. Since there will be no school for two months now, the 
children, having spent close to one year away from their own people, 
are returning to their homes today. 

Of these, 17 are from Kargil, five of whom have lost either one 
or both parents during the Kargil conflict. The others lost their 
parents because they had helped the army during the conflict. 

The year was trying, both for us and for the children. The 
challenges that we had to face are described earlier, but in the end, 
we are happy. The children, at least most of them, have started 
Seeing things differently now. Their fears about their religious 
freedom are all but gone. Their looks, their clothes and their hostel 
rooms are much cleaner now. It surely is a triumph of the hard 
work that our staff and teachers have put in and the response that 
the children on their part, have given. 
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As the train was about to leave, the children became so 
emotional, that 9- year old Tanveer wanted his mavashi (literally 
maternal aunt, in this case, the caretaker) Mrs. Chhaya Giri, to 
accompany him to Kashmir. Tanveer considers her his mother, 
When he finally accepted that that would not be possible, he gave 
her his water bottle as a remembrance. The touching and innocent 
gesture drove Mrs. Giri as well as the onlookers to tears. Yet to 
recover from the trauma of losing thcir parents, unfortunately in 
front of their eyes in some cases, the children have become hi ghly 
sentimental and withdrawn. 

“It feels good to be here. We can study peacefully and attend 
school regularly. The people of Pune are very kind,” Standard III 
student Rifat Jehan said. 

“I do not want to take my report card to Kashmir,” Bashir, who 
has lost both his parents during the Kargil conflict and a classmate 
of Rifat, said. “There is no one there to see my report card. All my 
friends are in Pune, so it is better that the card remains here.” 

Representative reactions of the children these, and the pathos 
they contain, are truly heart-rending. Many of the children do not 
want to go back really. They either, like Bashir, have no one to go 
back to or they are simply too attached to the institution and the 
staff here. We as an organization and as individuals have grown 
fond of these children and would be happy if they remain, but at 
the same time we do not want them to be cut-off from their 
homeland and their own (remaining) people. After all that is where 
they belong... 

When the school reopens in June, we expect some dropouts, 


though the children themselves are Saying that they will surely 
return. 


13 May 2005 


We are in Kashmir today. A group of journalists from Pune is 
with us and we called on the Chief Minister Mufti Mohd Sayeed. 
Two years ago also we had brought a team of Journalists from 

Maharashtra and Mr. Sayeed had talked about the steps his 
government was taking in the state. 
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This entry in the diary and perhaps several other such, may 
sound more of a news report, which can be available with any 
media centre. Then why does it find a place here? Well, the point 
here is, whether it is the annual ‘Know India’ tour of the Kashmiri 
children or the tour of the Pune Municipal Corporation councilors 
or the journalists, what ‘Sarhad’ tries to do is increase the interaction 
between the people of Kashmir and those outside it, specifically 
Maharashtra. We believe that constant interactions between people 
will increase the level of understanding and will help build up trust. 

As this is the diary of accounts in the journey of an individual 
and an organization, the activities are important from the standpoint 
of the involvement in the issue, of the protagonist. The relentless 
efforts on multiple fronts by one individual and his organization 
may not amount too much, but the fact remains that howsoever big 
the task, if everyone contributes, it becomes achievable. 


14 May 2005 


The point mentioned above, was acknowledged by none other 
than Lt Gen Vinayak Patankar, who heads the army’s initiatives in 
the Kashmir valley. He is currently taking great cfforts to open a 
dialogue between the army and the ordinary people. 

Lt Gen Patankar was speaking in the Vasant Vyakhyanmala, 
the well-attended and well-respected annual series of lectures on 
different topics by eminent speakers from different fields. Talking 
about the various initiatives of the army, like ‘Sangam’ for infusing 
nationalism in the Kashmiri children, ‘Maitri’ to give an opportunity. 
to the children in other states of India to visit and know. Kashmir 
and its culture and ‘Sadbhavana’ as well as ‘Ujala?, for the 
development of the state, Lt Gen Patankar specifically mentioned 
‘Sarhad’ and acknowledged its contribution in this respèct. He went 
on to say that, because of these efforts, Pune tumed out to be the 
Major contributor among all the cities in India. 
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15 June 2005 


Dr. APJ Abdul Kalam appreciates ‘Sarhad’ 


This is one of the proverbial golden letter days for ‘Sarhad’. 
We met the President of India, Dr. APJ Abdul Kalam at the 
Rashtrapati Bhavan, New Delhi today. 

‘Chinar Publication’ a sister organization of ‘Sarhad’, has 
brought out the Marathi translations of two of the President’s books, 
‘Ignited Minds’ (Prajwalit Mane) and ‘Envisioning an Empowered 
Nation’ (Mazya Swapnatil Bharat). One of our major patrons and 
well-wisher, Shri Sushilkumar Shinde, who is currently the 
Govemor of Andhra Pradesh, took the appointment of the President 
for us on our request. Journalists Shri Suresh Bhatevara and Shri 
Prashant Bholagir were with me and we wanted to present the 
President the copies of the translated books personally. Thanks to 
Shri Shinde, the President gave us ten minutes from his extremely 
busy schedule. 

Dr. APJ Abdul Kalam is a scientist par excellence, a thinker, a 
poet and a very sensitive human being. He appreciated our efforts 

in translating his books and generally enquired about us. Shri Shinde 
took this Opportunity to inform the President about the work 
‘Sarhad’ has done in Punjab and Kashmir and told him about the 
Sarhad School for the violence-affected children in Kashmir. 

The President was at once surprised and emotional. Surprised 


Coming back to the topic of school, he said that it is a great 
thing according to him on the part of Pune, to accept the children 
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wholeheartedly. It speaks volumes about the greatness of the culture 
of Maharashtra. 

The President then told me that he wants to visit the Sarhad 
School and spend a couple of hours with the children. He 
immediately gave instructions to his staff accordingly. 

The 10 minutes that he had given us had passed but the President 
showed no urgency to end the meeting. He wanted to know about 
how many children have applied for the school this year, what is 
the progress of construction of the Sarhad Bhavan etc. When I told 
him we have received a whopping 1,700 applications, he was moved 
to tears. The fact that there are so many orphans in the state made 
him distinctly uncomfortable. 

Having entered his chamber just for ten minutes and with a 
great awe about the stature of the great scientist and the highest 
constitutional authority of the country, we came out close to half- 
an hour later and even more awed about the compassionate and 
warm soul we met inside. 


12 October 2005 


As they say, troubles never come alone. So it is the case of 
ordinary Kashmiris. One of the worst earthquakes rocked the state 
four days ago. 

The job was cut out for us. We selected Un, Tangdhar and 
Poonch, the worst hit areas, to start our relief work. We have formed 
two groups of our volunteers, one of which has already reached 
the site. There are ten Kashmiri youths, studying in Pune, in this 
group led by Nazir Khan. 

This is winter and the condition of the people whose houses are 
destroyed along with their belongings, is pathetic. They are freezing 
to death without warm clothes. There is not enough time to bring 
the essential things from Maharashtra, nor can we wait for them to 
teach here from anywhere else. Therefore, we contacted the 
shopkeepers in Srinagar and bought the woollen clothes and 
blankets from them in huge quantities. We quickly distributed these 
articles to the needy people, rendered homeless all of a sudden. 

Meanwhile, back in Pune, we appealed to the people to donate 
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generously, Another group of volunteers will leave Pune with all 
the relief material that can be collected. Warm clothes, medicines, 
footwear, tents, we are collecting everything that is required to 
sustain the victims in the cold weather. 

We have purchased material worth Rs. 50,000/- from Srinagar 
itself and another Rs. 1, 50,000/- is pledged for buying more 
essential commodities. 

In yet another move, we appealed to the Jammu-Kashmir 
government to allow us to adopt a small village in the Kupwara 
district, called Titwal, which is on the border. One of the worst hit 
places; we want to take the complete responsibility of the rescue 
and relief of the people of Titwal. 

Weare in touch with the army, the state government, local NGOs 
and the police department to coordinate the relief work. 

The President of the Peoples’ Democratic Party (PDP) Ms 
Mehbooba Mufti, being familiar with ‘Sarhad’, has put forward a 
proposal for us to take the responsibility of the children orphaned 
by the earthquake. We have agreed to it in principle. While we 
will definitely take some of the children under our wings, we 
appealed to other institutions and individuals in Pune, who wish to 
offer similar help, to come forward. ‘Sarhad’ will help them in 
turn, in the job. 

There are many children from the carthquake-affected districts 
of Kupwara, Uri etc in our Sarhad School. They are restless since 
they learned about the earthquake havoc. Worried about the safety 
ilies, some of them who could, contacted their relatives 


29 October 2005 


Natural calamities know no national bound 
humanity know them. People affected b 
belong to any country, religi 
help them at the human level. 


aries. Nor should 
y the nature’s fury may 
on, caste Or creed; it is our duty to 
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We donated 600 woollen blankets for the people of Pakistan 
Occupied Kashmir (POK), with the help of Suryadatta Institute of 
Management, Pune. Today, we handed over the relief material to 
the Deputy High Commissioner of Pakistan in New Delhi. 

More than a fortnight after the quake, the relief work in the 
affected areas on cither side of the border is still going on. 


6 November 2005 


Our work is driven and directed by a single objective and that 
is, we need to win over the Kashmiris and give them a sense of 
belonging to India. We want them to feel and believe that India is 
their own country. 

We definitely do not work in expectation of appreciation but 
when you see your efforts bearing the desired fruits, you tend to 
feel grateful. Gratefulness was the feeling the children of our Sarhad 
School gave us today, when they all said they want to serve the 
country in different capacities, when they grow up. 

The occasion was the visit of our chief patron and the Governor 
of Andhra Pradesh Shri Sushilkumar Shinde. Two and a half year 
ago, it was at his hands, that we had laid the foundation stone of 
the Sarhad building. He had returned to the school today to see the 
progress and more importantly, meet the children. When asked, 
what they would like to become when they grow up, some of them 
said they wanted to join politics while some said, they would 
become big officials. A ten-year old boy though, took everyone by 
Surprise and instantly won over, when he said that he would like to 
become the Defence Minister of the country and protect it from 
intruders. 

To his utmost amazement, Shri Shinde heard the Kashmiri 
children asking him questions in chaste Marathi. It truly is a tribute 
to the ‘acceptance by the people of Pune’ as the President Dr. APJ 
Abdul Kalam had termed the adoption of these children by the 


city. 
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18 November 2005 


This year too we had received more than 1,000 applications for 
admission to the Sarhad School. It was both a humbling experience 
and a rude reminder of the enormity of the task. We took in 100 
children last year and would perhaps add fifty more this year, but 
compared with the number of needy children, our number is only 
fractional. On the other hand, the issue of orphaned children in 
Jammu-Kashmir is overwhelming. There is a severe need for more 
and more people and institutions to come forward for these hapless 
little Indians. One ‘Sarhad’ and one city are never going to be 
enough for this humongous task. 

We then contacted several other social organizations in and 
around Pune and were happy to receive positive and active response 
by about 20 of them. This includes Shri P.A. Inamdar, who runs a 
school, college and a management institute in Pune, where more 
than 17,000 Muslim boys and girls study. Together we decided to 
adopt 300 children, who we decided that we will provide free 
accommodation and education till they pass 10* standard exams. 
Thereafter too, we will try to give them technical courses so that 
they can be employable. 


25 November 2005 


Sant Namdeo belongs to the great Saint Tradition of 
Maharashtra. Sant Dnyaneshwar, Sant Tukaram, Sant Ramdas, Sant 
Eknath.. the list goes on. These pious souls have enriched the social 
and spiritual life of the Maharashtrian people. The most important 
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Sant Namdeo has done a great amount of work in Punjab, apart 
from Maharashtra. If we consider the transportation facilities 700- 
800 years ago, his going all the way to Punjab itself is extraordinary, 
With the available means in those times, Sant Namdeo not only 
reached Punjab, he in fact stayed there for a few years and worked 
for the spiritual and social uplifting of the people in Punjab. For 
that reason, you find a lot of references to Sant Namdeo in the 
Punjabi folklore and even the Guru Granthsahib, the main scripture 
of Sikhism. Next to the ten Gurus, Sant Namdeo is the most revered 
figure in Punjab. 

When he was in Punjab, Sant Namdeo stayed in a small village 
by the name Ghuman, about 35 Kms away from Amritsar. 

We had worked extensively in Punjab during the time the 
militancy was at the peak in that state. Like Kashmir now, we were 
involved in many rehabilitation related activities in Punjab. 

The reason for this background here in this diary is that we 
have been working for the development of Ghuman in terms of 
infrastructure and educational facilities with the help of the 
governments of both the states, Punjab and Maharashtra and the 
Sant Namdeo Foundation, a charitable institution. We had also 
received great support of the members of shimpi caste, to which 
the saint belonged to, in Punjab and Maharashtra. 

The work was relevant in those days from the point of the 
Maharashtra-Punjab relations and it is relevant today, because of 
the geographical proximity of Ghuman with Jammu-Kashmir (about 

11 hours of train journey). If we could have good facilities for 
education, it would be easier for us to take the children of Kashmir 
to Ghuman along with and apart from Pune. 


8 December 2005 


Like the tour of small children is named the ‘Know India Tour’, 
we have started inviting the youths from the valley fora tour, which 
is named ‘Ek Nayi Subah’ (A New Dawn). The tour programme is 
similar to the one for the children: Visits to tourist places, 
educational institutes, film industry and eminent leaders. 

This year there are 60 young boys and girls in this tour, who 
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have reached Pune today. : os 
We have planned that these youths will stay in 60 families in 
Pune for three days. The aim is to introduce the Maharashtrian 


culture to them and vice versa. 


12 December 2005 


In the last three days, the Kashmiri youth and children, of whom 
20 are girls and 40 are boys have visited various places in and 
around Pune. 

Veteran social activist Shri Anna Hazare too met and spoke 
with them. Anna appealed to the young Kashmiris to shun 
selfishness and work towards the welfare of the country. The future 
belongs to them and they can bring in a revolution in the country, 
if they wish. 

The children were quite excited with their experience in Pune 
for the past three days. They said that the love and affection they 
received from the people of Pune, is unimaginable and that they 
should come to Jammu-Kashmir, now that we have formed a special 
bond with them. 

All of them made it clear that they too want to be a part of the 
modern world and take up careers in IT and other fields to prosper, 
but the situation back home is one where there is no peace and 
hence no prosperity and no prosperity, hence no peace. 

The families, who played host to the children, now have a place 
to stay whenever they visit Kashmir next. The children have insisted 
that they will not stay in any hotel, only in their houses. ‘You have 


given us immense love, now give us an opportunity to be the hosts,’ 
was their common refrain. 


14 December 2005 


The youths are in Mumbai for the last two days and will be 
leaving for New Delhi in the evening. In these two days, apart 
from the customary visits to the Nehru Science Center, planetarium, 
seashore and the film industry, they were given an experience of 
traveling in the immensely crowded local trains. They seemed to 
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have enjoyed the ride. 

The Mumbai Police had made all the arrangements for them in 
Mumbai and the Police Commissioner A. N. Roy spent some time 
with them. 

The reaction of Sunayana Kaul, a Hindu Pandit girl from the 
group, was representative of how all these children feel here. 

“I cannot believe that people can roam around freely and visit 
the Gateway of India even past midnight,” Sunayana said. “I would 
definitely like to come to Maharashtra for my higher education,” 

The freedom and safety in public life are the two main things 
that these young men and women from Kashmir find unbelievable. 
Precisely these two things are missing in their own state. 

We hope they take the right messages from these visits and 
start thinking peace and prosperity when they go back to their towns. 
The day these people realize the futility of violence and hatred, 
Kashmir will take its first step towards development, peace and 
prosperity... 


17 December 2005 


First it was Pune, then Mumbai and now New Delhi. We took 
the Kashmiri youths to the Qutub Minar, India Gate, Lotus Temple 
and the Jama Masjid etc in the capital. 

We are now getting used to the wonder in the eyes of these 
youths wherever they go. It is almost as if an entirely new planet 
for them. 

Speaking to some journalists, these young boys and girls 
revealed a clear shift towards the rest of India. They were quite 
happy about the various development related initiatives of the 
government and said, with the government taking care of our basic 
needs like food, clothing and shelter, why should we look at any 
other country at all? Admitting that the earlier generation was 
definitely leaning towards Pakistan or at least away from India, 
their generation is without doubt India-minded. If the industries 
come to Jammu-Kashmir, the people would eam their livelihood 
and it would be great according to them. 

Asiya, one of the girls from the group said, ““Sarhad’ is not a 
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border; it’s a way of connecting hearts. It is a window of opportunity 
for the Kashmiri girls, to step out and achieve a better and active 
life. After staying in the Pune families, we feel that we have our 
own people there and for us Pune is now closer than Jammu, if you 
know what I mean...” 

Bilal Ahmed said, “The people of Pune are very affectionate. 
They made us feel completely at home in their families.” 

Speaking on the occasion I informed the journalists about 
‘Sarhad’ and mentioned that we believe in working with the help 
of people. Government or foreign aid is not our income source. 
There are a number of organizations who have received and 
continue to receive, a lot of foreign aid, but after a promising start, 
they seem to be faltering now. We work on the resources which 
we generate with the help of the common citizens and the people 
in the strife-torn areas. There are many social organizations and 
people working in Kashmir and the government should allow them 
to work freely. If there is no government interference, we can see a 
lot of good things happening in Kashmir. 


7 January 2006 


The Shere-e-Jammu, Bhimsingh of the Jammu-Kashmir 
Panthers Party, was in Pune today. 

We had invited Prof Bhimsingh for a lecture on ‘Kashmir: 
Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow.’ 

In his aggressive yet emotional talk, Bhimsingh said, 

“Only the cemeteries are developed in Jammu-Kashmir. More 
than 75,000 people have died so far and in the last 57 years, the 
Parliament has failed to make a proper legislation about the state. 
If the Law and Constitution of India don’t apply to the state, our 
children are asking us, how can we consider ourselves as Indians? 
I do not think the Kashmir issue will get resolved, until the 
Parliament resolves this problem. There is no need to take a 
referendum on this. Jammu-Kashmir is an integral part of India, 
period. Why do we send the Hurriyat leaders for discussion with 
Pakistan? Why not the representatives of the elected government? 

This is a dangerous ploy. Pakistan has a proper action plan ready 
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for severing Kashmir from India and even America wants that. 
The Sikhs and Hindu Pandits, who have left the valley, have to 
return, as that will ensure India’s national integrity and even safety. 
We should not ‘sell off Kashmir to the international community. ... 

“The children that are visiting here every year will definitely 
go back with a positive image of the country. The people in Jammu- 
Kashmir know that they can prosper only if they are with India and 
such initiatives will strengthen that belief...” 


14 January 2006 


Pune now is the second best preferred place for the Kashmiris 
after New Delhi, which attracts more people from Kashmir. As 
per our data, there are about 1,500 Kashmiris staying in Pune, many 
of whom are students studying in different educational institutes 
in the city. While we have kept a proper record of our students and 
the other Kashmiris we know, there is no comprehensive database 
or network of all the Kashmiris in the city. We are aware of the 
existence of many spoilsports, misanthropes, nihilists, sadists and 
die-hard belligerents. 

In the wake of the recent bomb blasts in Bangalore, where there 
is a suspected link with Kashmir, it is highly essential that we have 
such a composite database. 

It is quite likely that some unscrupulous elements may mingle 
in this crowd and work towards or secretly help attempts to disrupt 
the peace in Pune and Maharashtra. 

With this view, we have undertaken the task of gathering the 
names and contact details of all the Kashmiris in Maharashtra, 
students and families and their visitors. This will contribute to social 
enrichment above everything else. 

A large number of Kashmiri students attended the meeting at 
Sarhad Bhavan, called for this purpose. The Additional 
Commissioner of Police (Crime) Ashok Dhiware also was present. 

The response from the students was enthusiastic and some of 
them volunteered to compile this data. This project can help - 

Ensure better integration with the local people 
Facilitate networking among the Kashmiris 
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Police to track suspicious elements 
Avoid undue harassment of genuine, peace-loving 


Kashmiri individuals and families 


1. We then chalked out the way the system will work. 
The students will take lead in compiling the information 

2. The newcomers will register themselves voluntarily 

3. The students will maintain all the background information 
of the newcomers along with that of their visitors. 

4. They will inform the police in case they find someone 
suspicious. 

5. ‘Sarhad’ will open a helpline at Sarhad Bhavan for 
information on Kashmiris. 

6. People who are approached by the Kashmiris for renting an 
accommodation, can contact the helpline to cross-check their 
credentials. 

7. Amonthly meeting of the students will be organized and the 
police department will be invited for interaction, ifso desired 


Additional Commissioner of Police Ashok Dhiware praised the 
initiative and said that this will definitely help the police in their 
Job. He then advised the students to also concentrate on their studies. 

Since we are so closely associated with anything to do with 
Kashmir, even a stray incident could jeopardize everything we do, 
So the initiative is equally essential for the Kashmiri students, the 
law keepers and ‘Sarhad’. 

The students said, while they feel very safe in Pune, they feel 
they shouldn’t be looked at as anything but fellow Indian citizens. 
Not all Kashmiris are militants and they certainly are not. 


23 February 2006 


As the number of Kashmiri students and the cultural activities 
showcasing the Kashmiri art forms Started increasing, the awareness 
and liking of the local people in them also started increasing. 
Encouraged by the success of the Kashmir Festival last year, this 
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year also we organized the ‘Romance of Kashmir’, replete with 
Kashmiri food, songs and dance, in association with the J&K 
Tourism Development Corporation. 

This year the children of Sarhad School also performed dance 
routines on songs from the Hindi film ‘Mission Kashmir’ and were 
greatly appreciated by the audience. 

The Kashmiri students in the city of course didn’t miss the 
opportunity to feast on the grand display of the home culture, so 
far away from home. Both, the Pandits and the Muslims settled in 
Pune enjoyed wazwan, the favourite Kashmiri dish together and 
were frequently seen embarking on a nostalgic trip to the good old 
days in the valley. 

The local press as always, gave a wide publicity to the event 
with headlines like - 

‘The Unfolding of the Kashmiri Musical Sojourn’ - Daily Sakal 

‘Punckars Mesmerized by Kashmir Dances’ - Loksatta 

‘Punckars experience the Divine Folk Art of Kashmir’ - Prabhat 


1 March 2006 


The art, literature and culture of a region develop and prosper 
only if there is peace. In the face of grave danger to life day after 
day, being confined to one’s home for days together due to either 
bomb blasts or curfews and such, the artists would hardly find any 
inspiration. Creativity needs peace. The artists internalize the pain 
and suffering of the times, which reflect in their pieces of art, 
whether paintings, prose or poetry. 

Ramesh Mehta is one such artist and poet from Kashmir. The 
erstwhile Secretary of the Jammu and Kashmir Academy of Art, 
Culture and Language, Mehta found his movements being restricted 
in the valley after the outbreak of militancy. In 1999, he finally 
decided to move to Srinagar to pursue his creative endeavors. A 
Poet originally, he found the creative instincts in him driving him 
to take a brush in hand and an artist was born. 

Mehta’s paintings reveal the pain and suffering ofa soul, which 
he insists, is not just the story of Kashmir but the entire humanity. 

Mchta’s name commands a certain respect in the literary and 
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art circles in Jammu-Kashmir. Pran Kishore Kaul suggested us 
Mehta’s name for the festival and accordingly, we invited him to 
Pune for an exhibition of his paintings. 

We wanted to work towards creating a platform for the exchange 
and interaction between the literary and art circles of Maharashtra 
and Jammu-Kashmir, each having a great tradition of its own in 
these two art forms. 

Today, Ramesh Mehta is in town with his 34 abstract paintings. 
We have organized a three-day exhibition of his paintings at 
Balgandharva Kaladalan in Pune. 


19 June 2006 
Testing times 


‘Sarhad’ essentially wants to build bridges with the Kashmiri 
people and the children being the future, we took up the 
responsibility of their education. However, we are clear about the 
fact that our efforts alone are not going to be sufficient and have 
often said so. We in fact want more and more people and 
organizations to come forward to work in this direction. 
Accordingly, as written earlier, ‘Sarhad’ had encouraged several 
other organizations and institutions to adopt Kashmiri children as 
far as their education is concerned. The numbcr in all has grown to 
300. In addition, the Bharatiya Jain Sanghatana, who had done an 
excellent work in the state during the earthquake relief and who 
even otherwise, is a socially sensitive and responsible organization, 
has proposed to take 500 students under their wings. Put together, 
close to 1000 children will get out of Kashmir this year. 

A massive number that, and it does not include the college- 
going youths, who come on their own! Earlier, the children from 
the valley used to cross the borders once they grew up to certain 
age, many of them never to return. Many innocent children would 
get diverted to militancy. But this year, they were going to Pune 
and Maharashtra, where, they would get Proper education and good, 
free atmosphere to Study. Perhaps this created a fear in the minds 

of some vested interests. If so many children get educated and get 
the taste of a peaceful and prosperous life, there will obviously be 
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a shortage of the ‘raw material’ for their own purposes. Or then, 
unable to digest the collective failure in giving their own children 
a proper education within the state, some people were overcome 
with frustration. 

Be that as it may, the Kashmir Bar Association filed a Public 
Interest Litigation (PIL) in the Jammu-Kashmir High Court, 
challenging the transfer of orphans from Kashmir to Pune for 
education. Result: a big confusion and a bigger question mark on 
their future. 

As it were, the major objection was against the Jain Bharatiya 
Sanghatana and for some reason, as an afterthought maybe, the 
name of ‘Sarhad’ too was put in the PIL. I personally know Mr. 
Shantilal Mutha of the JBS and respect him and the work of JBS 
very much, so it was really sad that someone doubted their noble 
intentions. One thing though was true and that was: Mr. Mutha 
erred in taking up the work in Kashmir, without first studying the 
religious orientation, regional identity, the social psyche and the 
history of Kashmir. 

Anyways, the matter didn’t stop at PIL. There were rallies 
planned, slogans, posters put up, news reports and editorials written 
in parts of the local Kashmiri press, all against ‘Sarhad’, JBS etc. 
The parents and relatives of the children, who had applied and 
secured admission in the Sarhad School, were either coerced or 
convinced, against sending their children to Maharashtra. Some 
editorials written against me personally were simply outrageous 
and libelous. I decided not to react however. Discretion is truly a 
better part of valour. 

Soon sanity prevailed and one of the other newspapers in the 
valley felt compelled to write that, ‘....If indeed the children are 
Spoiled by going to Maharashtra, let us not forget that at least they 
Come back safe and happy. If they cross the border, they just do 
Not return or return with a gun. Let them get spoiled than killed...’ 

This no doubt, is an object lesson for all those who want to 
work for social causes: they must be prepared for all kinds of trials. 

Amidst all this chaos, perhaps no one thought of asking the 
children themselves as to what they want, or if they did, the answers 
they must have received were uncomfortable. For we were 
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constantly getting frantic calls from the children to arrange for 
their train tickets and that they want to come. ; 

We obviously couldn’t act until the PIL was decided upon, so 
we discouraged all our students who had returned home for the 
summer vacations and told them not to return till further notice. 
We even prepared to send back those of the children who had 
already arrived. i 

The uncertainty hung heavily on the future. The beginning of 
the school term was nearing; the High Court decision wasn’t 
forthcoming. Those who were being sent back also resisted, saying 
that they do not want to go back, but then we explaincd the situation 
to them and their relatives. We had a lot of trouble in this whole 
episode. The train tickets had to be cancelled twice, the school 
activities had to be postponed, and the lot. All this, of course, was 
apart from handling the gossip and rumour mills, casting aspcrsions 
on our objectives and integrity all over again. However, since we 
were clear in our thoughts and conduct, we took a firm stand that 
we will await the outcome of the PIL and then strictly abide by 
whatever the High Court decision is. 

First and foremost thing is that we do not ask for any funding 
from the government - J&K, Maharashtra or the Centre - for any of 
our projects or activities, including the project in question. 
Secondly, our admission process is transparent; we advertise in 
the local newspapers in Kashmir and the parents apply to us in 
response, After we receive the applications, we scrutinize them 
and select only those students who are below poverty line, needy 
and priority is given to orphans. A few days later however, the 
children took the matters in their hands and landed in Pune. 


1 October 2006 


We were chasing the Pune Municipal Corporation to allow us 
to name the square near the Sarhad School ‘Pune-Kashmir 
Friendship Square’. Thanks to them, our request was granted. This 
square near Sarhad School is a testimony to Pune’s link with 
Kashmir. Whenever a Kashmiri walks into the square, we want 
him or her to be reminded of that link. 
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A beautiful sculpture symbolizing the bonding of cultures of 
Pune and Kashmir is installed in this Square. It has the images ofa 
Kashmiri girl and a Maharashtrian (Marathi) girl and behind them 
are a chinar and a peepal tree. 

The sculpture and the nameplate of the Square, were unveiled 
by Dr. Mahmood-ur Rahman, in the presence of Shri Suresh 
Kalmadi, the MP from Pune, leaders and officials of the Pune 
Municipal Corporation. 

In this function, Shri Kalmadi declared that he would take lead 
in signing a friendship and co-operation agreement between the 
Pune and Srinagar Municipal Corporations. This agreement will 
be the first of its kind between two important cities in India. He 
also declared that ‘Sarhad’ would be the co-coordinating agency 
in this regard. 


25 October 2006 


Eid-ul-Fitr is a grand festival day for the Muslims. It is celebrated 
at the end of one month of fasts, the ramzan (Ramadan). A joyous 
occasion for the Muslims the world over, they greet each other as 
well as exchange gifts on this day. The elders give away special 
gifts to the children, known as Eidi, to mark the happy occasion. 

The children, whose homes and families are devastated and 
destroyed by the militancy, are not so lucky. Many of them have 
no parents to celebrate the day with. Those who fortunately do 
have either one or both of them are too poor to celebrate. Such a 
tragedy! 

The students of Sarhad School with this tragic background and 
the sheer distance they have traveled for education would obviously 
miss out on the festivities even more. For that reason, we decided 

: that we will celebrate the Eid-ul-Fitr in a traditional way and not 
let the children miss the happy occasion. Some of the children had 
decided to observe fast during the ramzan and we had facilitated 
all the traditional rituals during this time for them: the pre-dawn 
Sehri (food), the special evening namaz and the feast for iftaar in 
the night, everything. 
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We made every attempt to make them feel that they were at 
home and among their own people. We even had a Maulana come 
over to the school and teach the children prayers and the significance 
of the celebration. 

The traditional Muslim foods like shirkhurma and biryani apart 
from their favourite Maharashtrian sweet dish, shreekhand-puri 
was specially prepared for them. 

The girls applied mehandi (henna) on their hands and the boys 
were gifted sunglasses, something they all are so fond of. The 
children could just ask for whatever they wanted as celebration. 

In the evening, children from the local community were brought 
to school and they quickly joined the Kashmiri children in the 
festivities. 


14 February 2007 


Mr. Dilawar Mir is a liberal politician from Kashmir and is 
currently the J&K Tourism minister.As part of our annual activity 
to promote tourism to Kashmir, this year we decided to invite Mr. 
Mir to Pune. 

Mr. Mir along with his colleagues from his Department was 
presented before a gathering of prominent citizens in Pune. During 
the meeting, picking up the thread of the educational institutions 
from Pune expressing their willingness to open schools in Kashmir, 
Mr. Mir said that this is a welcome development and will definitely 
Taise cheers among the Parents who are forced to send their little 

Ones so far away from home for education. 

Assuring the people that there is no danger to their lives in 
Kashmir now as the Kashmiris are fighting with the militancy in 
the state and in such times, an increase in tourism to the state will 


are and will be treated as guests and the people from the rest of 
India should come to visit the state freely. ; 
Earlier in the day, Mr. Mir visited and spent some time with the 
children in Sarhad School. He also met with the tour operators 
from Maharashtra and appealed to them to increase their efforts to 
promote tourism to his state. Dr. M. Rahman, Chairman, Bombay 
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Mercantile Bank also came down to Pune, especially to meet his 
old friend Shri Dilawar Mir and the younger service colleagues 
accompanying the Minister. 


28 March 2007 


In a novel experiment, we organized an exhibition of art and 
craft from Jammu-Kashmir, Rajasthan and Assam together. The 
one-month long exhibition was inaugurated today by Shri Anna 
Hazare and is organized in the ‘Sarhad’ premises, 

The Kashmiri handicraft is very popular in India. Some time 
ago, a young Kashmiri, Fida Hussain, came to Pune through 
‘Sarhad’ to promote the craft of the Kashmiri artisans and craftsmen. 
Today he has become an important link between them and the craft- 
lovers in Pune. 

The demand for artifacts made in Kashmir is on the rise now 
and the industry has a bright future in the days to come. ‘Sarhad’ is 
actively working towards helping the women in Kashmir geta good 
market and price for their art and skills in making rugs, drapery 
and other handicraft. The exhibition is a part of that initiative. 


24 November 2007 


As mentioned earlier, ever since the militancy in Jammu- 
Kashmir rose to a menacing level, a large number of Kashmiris 
have started migrating from the state. The migrants are Hindus as 
well as Muslims. While these people go to many states in India 
including settling down in the capital of the country, there are two 
types among them. Some families find a place and settle down 
permanently, but a particular type of migrants stay only temporarily. 
They come in October, when the winter season starts in the valley 
and return in the month of March, when the peak season is past. 

These temporary migrants obviously find it hard to earn a 

respectable living in their adopted places. Pune, which sees about 
500 such people coming down every year, finds them begging in 
the streets and in the housing societies and colonies. They narrate 
the tragic incidents back home as a way to evoke sympathy and 
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gather money. Having nothing worthwhile to do, some of them 
also resort to theft and burglary. Firstly, such incidents results in 
the entire contingent being looked at suspiciously and being 
harassed by the local police every time something untoward happens 
in the city. Secondly, the people of Pune have to suffer the nuisance 
of this constant begging and last but not the least, there is a 
possibility of some unscrupulous elements sneaking in the 
surreptitiously using these floating mass of people as the Trojan 
Horse. 
We have been drawing the attention of the Maharashtra and the 
Central government, to the problem of these people since 2001. 
Sadly, there is no action taken in this regard, yet. We had even 
‘talked to the then Chicf Minister of Jammu-Kashmir, Mr. Mufti 
Mohammed Sayeed. Under his instructions, Mr. Javid Mukhdoomi 
the Inspector General of J&K Police himself visited Pune to 
ascertain the credentials of these people and then prepared and 
submitted a report on this matter to the Chief Minister, After talking 
to some of these people it was found that they are not bona fide 
Kashmiris as they do not have the identity papers as is necessary 
in the state. This was an even more dangerous thing for Maharashtra. 
However, nothing happened even after this. This is by no means 
the problem of only Pune but there are many cities in Maharashtra 
where these people spread out to. The state government has no 
information whatsoever and no mechanism in place to find out as 
to how many of them exactly, come to the state and how many 
eventually go back, ifat all. 
i Today we organized a Press conference to voice our concerns 
in this respect. We appealed to the Maharashtra government to 
come out with a concrete policy on this issue. It either helps in 
rehabilitating them in the state or arranges to send them back by 
coordinating with the government of Jammu-Kashmir. Also, we 
offered our help in Preparing a database of these migrants, which 


wi Il help weed out the criminals from among them and protect the 
innocents from maltreatment. 


We hope this time around we will see some action... 
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1 December 2007 


India is a vast country and the diversity of this country is 
unmatched anywhere in the world. The varicty in language, 
subculture, food, philosophy, and climate is simply bewildering. It 
isa wonder for the world as to how, a country with so much diversity 
can stay together and that too as. a shining example of democracy. 
The answer lies in the basic thread of the Indian culture which 
runs through all its subcultures and that thread is of compassion 
and a strong belicf in peaceful coexistence. In the long, long history 
of India, she has never invaded any other country or culture for 
any reason whatsoever. The ‘live and let live’ philosophy of life 
and the cooperative spirit make India what it is. 

This does not mean, however, that there is no effort required in 
keeping the country together. With the increasingly divisive politics 
and growing consumerism, flowing from materialism, it is more 
required now than ever. Like the fingers on the hand, the rate of 
progress among the different states of India too, is not the same. 
This results in large scale migrations from the poorer or more 
backward states to the more progressive ones. 

While these host states must and do accommodate the migrants 
with open arms, it is the duty of the migrants to be sensitive to the 
subculture, civic discipline and the law and order of the states. 
They need to look at it as their own state and adapt to the way of 
life of the host state. They should look for and take, every 
Opportunity to contribute to the welfare of the state they live in. 

With this philosophy, we put forward a proposal to all the 
Kashmiri youths in Pune who have come here to study, that if they 
are willing, ‘Sarhad’ will provide them all possible help in working 
for some social cause in Maharashtra. The idea was enthusiastically 
welcomed and adopted by the students. After a lot of discussions 
and deliberation, the students decided to adopt Pere, a village 
near Pune, under the banner of ‘Sarhad Kashmiri Students’ 
Association’. Eager to show that they are a part of India and want 
to contribute to the development of the country, the students decided 
that they will undertake various developmental activities in Perne. 
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‘We care for where we live. Not all the Kashmiris are militants. 
We want to bridge the divide between us and the people of 
Maharashtra, and contribute to the city and its people,’ the students 
say. 

For the first six months, they will conduct health camps, tree 
plantations, cultural shows etc and ‘Sarhad’ will provide them all 
the financial assistance for these activities. Later on however, they 
will raise the money on their own with self-contribution and by 
canvassing their work to other contributors in the society. 

The small children of the Sarhad School too, will contribute in 
their own way in this activity. 

The 200 odd students will start their work formally in the New 
Year, a month from now. A good beginning... 

(p-s. - The activity eventually began in a different village.) 


15 December 2007 


The Kashmiri children studying in Sarhad School are doing 
well in academics. Indeed, they are taking up Marathi language 
very seriously and have developed a liking for it. 

But we want them to be physically strong as well. For this reason, 
we have a special teacher in our school for training the children in 
different sports. Football, cricket, athletics, the children are showing 
great progress in many sports and activities and the state government 
has come forward with a much needed helping hand, when the 
Sports Director of the state Shri Laxmikant Deshmukh announced 
that it will provide all the Support for developing good sports facility 


to the students of Sarhad School. 
We want to generate world cla 
among the Kashmiri chil 


the country in future. 


ss athletes and players from 
dren and we want to see them represent 


16 January 2008 


Almost two years a 
Maharashtra and J&K 
to the 500 odd annual 


80 to the date, we had appealed to the 
governments to find a permanent solution 
migrants from Kashmir to Maharashtra. 
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We have been pursuing the matter since 2001 to be precise, 
This time however, there has been some action seen on the issue, 
After the visit of the IG of J&K Police, the minister of Public Health, 
Engincering, Irrigation, Flood and Horticulture, Mr, Mohammed 
Dilawar Mir is in town today, to meet the migrants and understand 
their needs. 

The minister found out that these people are not forced to mi grate 
from their home state, so he appealed to all of them to return to 
Jammu-Kashmir and work there. With a lot of development work 
going on in the state, they can definitely find employment there 
and live an honourable life, he told them. 

Mr. Mir informed that his government is also requesting the 
Hindu Pandits who had migrated out of the state at the peak of 
militancy, to return with full honour and dignity. 


30 January 2008 


We had a very pleasant surprise when Dr. M. Rahman, a well- 
wisher and advisor of ‘Sarhad’ informed us to expect a foreign 
dignitary to visit us.The dignitary turned out to be the Trade 
Representative of Afghanistan in India, Mr. Gul Hassan Ahmedi. 

Now Afghanistan has traditionally been a good friend of India. 
The Kabuliwala Afghan ofthe folk tales still occupies a small comer 
of the minds of people here. So we were quite happy to receive 
Mr. Ahmedi. 

Speaking on the occasion, Ahmedi praised the work of Sarhad 
and said that since the issue of physical and mental rehabilitation 
of orphaned children is common in Kashmir and Afghanistan; 
Sarhad should befriend the Afghan people as well. 

We assured him ofall possible help in this regard and proposed 
to adopt 60 Afghan children affected by the violence, for education 
In our institute. 


14 February 2008 


The Kashmiri youths, especially the young girls seldom get an 
Opportunity to get higher education of their choice within Jammu- 
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Kashmir. ‘Nae vee: 
This year we decided that ‘Sarhad’ would help in bringing to 


Pune about 600 girls, who have passed 10" std or 12" std exam and 
help them get admissions in various institutes in Pune for the 
different degree courses of their choice. To be selected from poor 
families in the three most violence-affected districts of Kupwara, 
Anantnag and Baramulla, these girls will be given an opportunity 
to take up higher education, like degree courses in Business 
Management, Mass Communication and Computer Applications, 

We have urged all the educational institutes in the city to take 
this opportunity to carry out a social responsibility. While ‘Sarhad’ 
will try to help all the girls in other ways, the educational institutes 
need to give them admissions and provide them academic help in 
achieving their objectives. Thankfully, some of the institutes have 
readily agreed to cooperate in this activity. We also intend to 
motivate these girls to contribute to Maharashtra in a meaningful 
way, in retum. 

Fearing that their quota of seats may be in jeopardy, some of 
the self-proclaimed representatives of the Kashmiri Pandits were 
upset about this development. The fact was that there was no threat 
to their quota, these seats were additional, but then a handful of 


these vested interests resisted the move by the institutions. That 
resulted in some of the institutes backing off. 


4 May 2008 


Limagine all the people living life in peace. You may say I’ma 
dreamer, but I’m not the only one. I hope someday you will join us 
and the world will be scen as one.’ 

Very inspiring words these! John Lennon, the lead singer of 
The Beatles’, lived and died in the belief that his dream can and 


will be achieved through music, that one unifying force no culture 
or people are away from. 
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the victory ofa Kashmiri lad in a national competition. The incident 
is a proof, if at all one is required, that John Lennon wasn’t a mad 
dreamer, talking under influence of drugs or alcohol. Music is 
indeed the force which can unify the mankind, 

From the aborigines and adivasis to the highly Prosperous and 
educated socicties, the love for music exists in all. Music attracts 
people during turbulent times and during peace. It soothes the soul 
in praycr, in religious rites and rituals and death. It expresses the 
joy, love, romance, worship and all the human emotions. What if 
we, ‘Sarhad’, founded an institution dedicated to study music in 
all its forms and languages and genres? 


19 May 2008 


For the past almost a month, I am in Kashmir. I had come here 
to meet the vacationing Sarhad students from the valley. The 
children had always wanted mc to visit their homes once and I too 
felt that necessary. Along with the families of the children, I also 
spent time with, Mr. Mufti Mohd. Sayeed, Ms Mehbooba Mufti, 
Mr. Dilawar Mir, Mr. Muzaffar Hussein Baig, Mr. Ghulam Ahmed 
Saruri and a few journalists as well as government officials. 

l had an opportunity to meet Mr. Azad at his Delhi residence; 
Mr. Navin Jindal an MP and noted industrialist, was present there 
at the time. 

During discussions, Mr. Jindal suggested that the state needs 

morc industries, which will speed up the development process. 
Since unemployment is one of the major issues the state is facing, 
the industrial development would help reduce it to a considerable 
extent. 

I said that, no doubt, the industrial development and 
unemployment issuc deserve priority, but our experience of working 
with the people in the state has shown that the issue has an emotional 
and identity related angle to it. We feel that those who believe in 
“economic package’ kind of solutions should remember that unless 
other aspects are dealt with, it would not be a real solution. 

Mr. Azad agreed with this opinion and emphasized the need for 
people-to-people dialogue. He said he had fought an election from 
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Maharashtra and as such, he shares an emotional bonding with the 
people from Maharashtra. The people of Maharashtra in his opinion 
can take the lead in such humanitarian efforts in his state. He cited 
the example of Sarhad School, where needy children from the valley 
are already being provided educational facilities. As a closing 
remark, he suggested that ‘Sarhad’ also starts looking at children 
from Dodda and Poonch, for this purpose. These two districts are 
as much affected by militancy as any other sensitive districts. 


20 May 2008 


Ghulam Nabi Azad is an experienced leader and had undertaken 
the development work in the state with zeal. Somchow, since the 
congress party commands more support in Jammu, some people 
Started a campaign, saying that he has no understanding about the 
sentiments in the valley. 

After the Azad government issued the order of transfer of land 
to Amamath Trust, some organizations expressed their fears saying 
that this would change the demography of the valley. 

It did not matter that the order to give the land was signed by a 
chief minister who is a Muslim, It unnecessarily became a Hindu- 
Muslim issue. 

The Muslim traders and mule owners in fact have traditionally 
welcomed the Amarnath pilgrims and they have never supported 
the attacks on the pilgrims by the militants. 


When, oh when would the politics of power stop chopping at 
the roots of communal harmony? 


08 February 2009 


Music, literature and the other art forms are a common thread 
that runs through entire human civilization all over the world. There 
is no community, developed or underdeveloped, which doesn’t have 
music of its own. While the literature does have a language barrier 
by virtue of its sound and motionless manner of expression, music 

doesn’t have such limitation. One doesn’t necessarily have to 
understand the lyrics to enjoy music. 
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The fourth Kashmir Festival this time under the name ‘Voice 
of Valley’ concluded today. 

We had organized the festival in association with Arihant 
Education Foundation in Pune. 

The veteran poet from Kashmir Prof Rahman Rahi, who is the 
recipient of the highest literary award of the country, the Jnanpith 
Award, was invited by us as the chief guest for the concluding 
ceremony. More than 3,000 people enjoyed the Kashmiri brand of 
songs and dance. All the Kashmiris who have settled in Pune were 
there, which included the Hindu Pandits as well as the Muslims. 

Veteran writer and director Pran Kishore Kaul (TV Serial Gul 
Gulshan Gulfam fame), Zaffar Iqbal Manhas and Vice Chancellor 
of Pune University and noted economist Dr. Narendra Jadhav were 
present for the function among other dignitaries. 

In a development that throws light on how people look at the 
same thing differently, some youths from the Kashmiri Pandit 
families settled in Pune took the opportunity to protest against the 
Jammu-Kashmir government and dragged even Sarhad in it. The 
main contention of the protesters was that the Hindu Pandits being 
the minority community in Kashmir, has been excluded from 
receiving relief and other forms of the government assistance. 

They further charged that the government refuses to care for 
their lives, by not giving them adequate protection. Secondly, that 
Kashmir is returning to normal is a false propaganda to attract 
tourists. If it is really normal, why aren’t the Pandits being called 
back? 

The protestors alleged that Sarhad works only for the benefit of 
Kashmiri Muslims. They have done nothing so far for the Hindu 
Pandits in Pune. 

The allegation hurled against Sarhad was ridiculous to say the 
least. Sarhad has always looked at the Kashmir issue beyond 
religion and personalities. Our school has been founded not just 
for the Muslim children but for all the children whose families are. 
affected by militancy in Jammu-Kashmir and those who are below 
the poverty line. As mentioned earlier, we have helped many a 
Pandit youth get admission in Pune institutes so we really do not 
understand this charge. 
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In fact, the Pandits who had left the valley in the carly days of 
the crisis, have been able to create a good life for themselves 
compared to those families who have chosen either to remain in 
the valley or moved to Jammu. The condition of those families is 
not good. The need of the hour is that instead of politicking, the 
Pandits who are now better off in life; nced to come forward to 
help their counterparts in Jammu and the valley. 

We have always believed and feel vindicated by the events 
worldwide and not just in India or Jammu-Kashmir, that the 
principle of exclusion of a particular people from development 
will never solve an issue. If anything, the excluded clement will be 
more prone to taking a path of destruction than otherwise. 

The rock band from Kashmir we had invited for the festival is 
known as ‘Immersion’ and is the first rock band from the valley 
started by a Hindu Pandit youth Dr. Amit Wanchoo. At the same 
time, we had also invited another Kashmiri rock band by the name 
‘Highway 61’, started by a Kashmiri Muslim youth Muncem. It is 
a living example of what the youth wants. The band includes 
Muslim youths and they rendered not only Kashmiri songs, but 
Hindi and Punjabi numbers as well. 

This is the kind of inclusiveness that builds bridges. By playing 
divisive politics we only Strengthen the elements which want to 
divide India and specifically Kashmir, on communal lines. 


2 
~ 
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EPILOGUE 


At this point, the journey in this edition of the diary comes to 
an end. This is however a halt really, as the journey and the story 
of ‘Sarhad’ continucs. Many of our strong beliefs, ideals and 
indoctrinations were shaken to the core during this entire journey 
so far. The citadels of the dogmatic beliefs since childhood, about 
how things work in the real world were swept away like sand- 
castles in high-tide, when we met and worked with the innocent, 
ordinary and hapless victims of the crisis in Kashmir. Some new 
beliefs and ideals now stand among the ruins and one of them is 
that in greatest of crises, smallest of people can contribute greatly. 

_ Wehad an opportunity to meet, discuss and observe from close 
distance, many ordinary and not-so-ordinary people while working 
in Kashmir. In that we saw the small men in big people and big 
men in the small people. These experiences, all of which could 
not find a place in this narrative, have renewed our faith in ordinary 
people. We have seen them possessing extraordinary powers to 
draw upon. A young boy, victim of torture by some armymen, 
despite compulsive thoughts otherwise, fought the demons within 
to stay on course in life. Another young boy wants to forget his 
past and become the future Prime Minister of India. They are our 
hopes. Several others want to carry on the work of ‘Sarhad’ to 
help people in Kashmir and elsewhere when they grow up; they 
are our future. 

It is because of people and experiences like these, that we find 
ourselves ever more committed to the cause of working in the 
strife-torn border areas of India, as long as there is need to work 
there. After all, humanity is the only just cause in this world. 

The late Dr. Edward W. Said of Columbia University, who all 
through his life, fought for the just cause of the people of Palestine, 
wrote a very perspicuous and elaborate essay, “The roots of 
territorial disputes.” Here’s a pithy and very relevant passage from 
this 39-page-long essay, which I am sure will sum up the Kashmir 
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issue and Sarhad’s comforting role: 

“A disputed territory is always a political phenomenon to begin 
with. Slowly it becomes a social issue as well and gets static as q 
socio-political subject. It finally reaches a status quo and ends in 
an impasse. This so-called cul-de-sac can only be broken through 
humane endeavours as humanity is above all petty ideas like 
nationalism, ethnocentricity, caste, class, colour and religion.” 
(The roots of territorial disputes, p.32) 

‘Sarhad’ strives to provide that most sought after humane touch. 
One of the most violence affected districts is Kupwara in Kashmir.. 
Kupwara is otherwise the place of the enticing Lolab, Bangus and 
Drangyari valleys. The virgin meadows, refreshing nature and 
some great tourist locations, make Kupwara one of the most 
beautiful parts of Kashmir Valley. A few of the children studying 
in the Sarhad, when asked to express their feelings said the 
following - 


Ghulam Nabi Dar - Kupwara district 


“When I came to Sarhad four years ago, I was very disturbed 
mentally. I had been tortured by the army. All of 13-14 years old, 
they interrogated me and my family on the suspicion that we were 
abetting a relative who had Joined the separatists. That wasn’t true 
at all. The horrifying experience was so painful, it had crushed all 
My innocence and I was on the verge of becoming a militant myself. 
But then my father, an innocent sufferer of the torture himself, 
Insisted that I come to Sarhad School. 

This year I would pass the 10" std exam and would return to 
valley, but the four years I have spent here, have opened my eyes. 
I now have a goal that I would become an army officer and help 
Innocent people in Strife-torn states rather than terrorizing them.” 
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Rifat - girl - Kupwara district 


“I would like to be a judge when I grow up. I want to dispense 
justice to people in general and women in specific.” (July 2015 — 
Rifat is studying Mass Communication in Dehradun and is on 
course to fulfilling her dream. She maintains contact with Sarhad 
and keeps herself abreast with the developments and initiatives of 
Sarhad) 


Zahid Bhatt — Pallar, Badgam district 


“For long, I stayed away from the school when] was in Kashmir. 
I was happier taking our cattle for grazing and spending time in 
the lush green, scenic surrounding of my village, than sitting in 
the school. My grandfather and my father had been seeing the 
work ‘Sarhad’ has been doing in our state for a long time. When 
the newspapers carried the news about the Sarhad in Pune, both of 
them insisted that I get an admission in the school. It’s been about 
five years now and I ama changed man. J am seventeen now and I 
already know what I want to do when J complete 10" standard 
next year. I have vowed to myself, to take up the responsibility of 
carrying forward the work of ‘Sarhad’ in Kashmir.” — (July 2015 
— Zahid Bhatt is now doing LL. B. in Pune. He is now the mentor 
of other younger children, including the recently admitted Bodo 
children. They look up to him as an elder brother. He still stays in 
Sarhad and participates in every activity of the organization.) 


Mohd. Salim Raina - Village Surfraw, dist. Gandaral 


“I want to become a terrorist,” Salim had said to media 9 years 
ago when he had just arrived at Sarhad. He was mere 8-years old 
at that time and even the reporter who had asked him the question 
what he wanted to become, started crying when she heard such a 
cute little boy spoke like this. The reason of his strong feeling was 
that since his early childhood he had seen his elders being beaten 
and tortured by the militants and Army alike. The poor family 
was, for a long time, on the crosshair of both sides. The Army 
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suspected that they helped the militants and the militants Suspected 
that they were informers of the Army. It all ended when one day 
the militants killed Salim’s father, 

Today, this same Salim is the most loved boy among the 
Kashmiri children as well as the teachers and staff of Sarhad. He 


belongs to. 


Mukhtar Ahmed Dar - Badgam district 


Belonging to Village Gottipora, taluqa Khansahab, dist, 
Badgam, Mukhtar’s father was a teacher. Gadipora is a very re- 
mote place and falls in an extremely high risk zone. Being the son 
ofa teacher and the fact that no one from the village ever studicd 
much or became a doctor, Mukhtar has decided that he would be- 

` come onc. That was always his dream. Sarhad kept this flame in 
him alive. Today, after the world-renowned Dr. K. H. Sancheti 
heard his story and decided to support Mukhtar for education, he 
is doing physiotherapy at Sancheti Hospita!. Pune. 


Javed Wani, Village Gottipora, tehsil Khansahab, 
dist. Badgam 


“One day, the Army surrounded our village at about |] pm and 
took my chacha (paternal uncle) away asking where are the 
militants hiding? He didn’t know but he was severely beaten. Our 
village is a village of peasants and land tillers. We have nothing to 
do with the militants but as a part of their duty, visits by the army 
men are not new to us. On another night, at about 7 pm, the 
mujahids had laid an ambush for a person named Ghulam Ahmed 
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years old, I had not stepped out of my village and knew only 
Kashmiri and Urdu languages. The only school in the area is two 
kilometres away, so cducation in our village was more optional 
than routine. One fine day, my parents announced their decision 
to send me to Sarhad, Pune. I wasn’t comfortable. Personally, | 
was extremely biased in favour of my religion, Islam and looked 
at everyone belonging to any other faith with suspicion and 
contempt. After a few months at Sarhad in Pune, I wrote to my 
parents that I was coming back and would never return to Pune 
again. After that, two incidents happencd, that changed my life 
completely. On an Eid, as we were offering our namaj, I saw Sanjay 
Nahar sir and Mayur Masurkar sir doing the same with us. I was 
shocked! The second incident was equally impactful. Iam a Shia 
and we offer namaj in Imambada, which is separate from the Sunni 
mosques. In Pune, there is no Imambada in and around Katraj, 
where we live. Sanjay Nahar sir and Sushama Nahar madam then 
took us to the Imambada in Camp area and for two hours, stayed 
with us doing whatever we did. That really opened my eyes. Being 
Hindu if they have no qualms about offering namaj, why should I 
have a problem about staying happily among people from other 
communities? I asked myself. Needless to say, my plan to return 
to Kashmir forever vanished into thin air. “ f 

Today, Javed knows Hindi, English and Marathi apart from 
Kashmiri and Urdu. He enthusiastically takes lead in making 
decorations during Ganesh Festival, plays all indoor and outdoor ` 
games, helps in various activities in Sarhad on daily basis and isa 
happy young man. He is doing his B. A. and wants to become a 
lecturer in Kashmir. He wants to help the children in his village 
get good education. 


Sirajuddin Khan, Aragam, Bandipora 


“I have not seen my father. He was a mujahid. (A mujahid is 
someone who resorts to use of weapons for a just cause. This term 

. 1s used by people to lure youths into taking up the gun). He was 
convinced that he needs to fight injustice. In about a year’s time 
he was disillusioned and returned to normal life but those who 
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had taken him to that path forced him to go back to their folds. 
Within a year after that, he was killed and I grew up with my 
grandfather. £ 

“I am doing B. A. now and I want to go back to Kashmir after 
my education is complete. Sarhad has taught me many things and 
I feel extremely comfortable here. I am free to follow my religion 
and I have learned to live without fear. I am fortunate that I got an 
opportunity to come to Sarhad. If the youths in Kashmir get good 
education and a guaranteed employment, they would stay away 
from-violence and those who perpetrate it.” 


Gulshan Kadir, tehsil Handwara, dist. Kupwara 


“Fortunately, my family is far away from militancy or any such 
thing but I have seen death from very close. When I was still a 
child, there was a transit camp of pandits opposite our house. Later 
that became a police camp and one night some militants attacked 
this camp. There was a gunfight between them and the police 
through the night. I love peace and I am in love with Pune. I am 
doing BCA now and J would like to take up a job in Pune and 
settle down here. I find a lot of misgivings here among people, 
including my classmates about the situation in Kashmir. But the 
same thing is there in Kashmir. There, the Kashmiri people think 
the atmosphere in India is anti-Muslim and hence not safe. I read 
and hear a lot about this Azad Kashmir thing but tell me, how 
would it work? There are no industries there, no proper schools or 
hospitals. I am fully pro-India and even during an India — Pakistan 
match I always support Indian team. Some of my relatives and in 
general the Kashmiris think that we are close to Pakistan as we 
observe the same religion however, I do not think Pakistan has 
any interest in our welfare. In my opinion, this is a case of 
mishandling by the government, in Kashmir, When J came to 
Sarhad, I started changing. I realized that life is not as bad as we 
think it is in Kashmir. Ifall the Kashmiri people get such exposure, 
things would be really. different back home.” 
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Rubina Mir, Pachkoot, dist. Kupwara 


“I was about five, when I came to Sarhad. My mother had just 
passed away. I’m in 10" Std. now. I love watching Hindi films and 
from my childhood I was enamoured by the job ofa police officer. 
It is now my dream to become an IPS officer. It’s a long way still 
but I am determined. I don’t think terrorism is the right way. No 
religion supports killing another human being. I want to put an 
end to it. I am an Indian and I am proud of that!” 


Javed Gulzar, Pachkoot, dist Kupwara 


“Before I came here about 11 years ago, I used to hate India. I 
always felt close to Pakistan because I looked at it as a natural 
place for Muslims. Constant presence of the Army irked me and 
was by far the main reason I hated them and thereby, India. During 
India-Pakistan matches I always supported Pakistan out of the same 
belief. Quite frankly, India was only an amorphous entity for me 
because even when I came to Sarhad, I was expecting people to 
shout slogans of Pakistan Zindabad (Long Live Pakistan)! The 
intervening 11 years corrected many of my perceptions; about India, 
about the militancy in Kashmir and even about Pakistan. Now I 
certainly don’t hate India and I have no qualm in saying that this 
turnaround has come about because of Sanjay Nahar sir and Nahar 
ma’am. However, some recent incidents make me wonder whether 
Muslims are safe in India? This feeling is shared by many 
Kashmiris and I think this is because they do not know India at all. 
I came to know of it when I came out of Kashmir, so I guess if 
somehow the misconceptions about this country can be removed 
and its liberal side comes to: the fore, wahan ka mahaul bahut 
achcha ho jayega (the atmosphere in the valley would improve to 
a great extent). In addition, employment and politics 

There was a time when I was the least interested in education. 
L used to bunk school on every pretext I could think of. Today I 
want to become a C. A. and start my practice in Pune. This 
transformation was brought about by Sarhad. I came here when I 
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was about nine and today I’m 20 years old. These eleven years 
constitute the transformation phase of my life. 


Tabassum, village Magam Sodal, tehsil Handwara, dist 
Kupwara 

“I went to Sarhad when I was about 10 years old and studied 
there up to S. S. C. After that I am back in Kashmir and doing 
Diploma in Electrical Engineering. I am also working in a Call 
Centre. I would be pursuing education till degree and would settle 
down in a good job, whether in Kashmir or elsewhere in India. 
India is my country and thanks to my stay in Sarhad, I was exposed 
to what India is. It has really changed my life and I wish more 
children from Kashmir get such exposure.” 

These children have started walking the path of their dreams. 
None has gone the wrong way. That was of these and all other 
children will ensure that ‘Sarhad’ is no longer a dream only of 
Sanjay Nahar. The dream will live on forever...... 


Hauslon ki udaan abhi bagi hai, 
ummeedon ke imtihan abhi baqi hai, 
naapi hai abhi tak mutthi bhar zameen hamne, 
sara jahaan abhi baqi hai 
Along the way, numerous articles were written by and about 
Sarhadiin almost all the leading newspapers in Maharashtra and 
Kashmir. A couple of respected periodicals like The Week and 
several TV channels did exclusive stories on Sarhad, which were 
well received. The first edition of this book itself was very well 
received. It reached all over the world, including the US and 
Pakistan. 
Many of the views, th 
articles by Sanjay Nahar 
they stood vindicated byt 


oughts and opinions expressed in these 
proved to be prophetic in the sense that 
he events and developments in J&K over 
the period. The next few pages of this second edition, include the 
edited, short scripts of a few articles written about Sarhad and 
Jew written by Sanjay Nahar. These articles, plucked fron the 
history are representative and related to the time they were 
published. However, they would give an idea about the line taken 
by Sarhad and how other people look at Sarhad in general. 
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What ails Kashmir 
Sanjay Nahar 


The recently flared up situation in Kashmir has calmed down 
now. Hurriyat Conference hasn’t softened its stance yet, so the 
confusion is still there but the tension that prevailed lately has cased. 
It was a kind of war between the Kashmiris and the security forces 
and it has rekindled the assessment of Kashmir Pact, the Kashmiri 
mindset, Kashmir’s history etc. I want to say something in this 
regard. I am working in Kashmir through Sarhad for the past 20 
years. I am in touch with the people of that State and have had a 
first-hand experience of their joys and sorrows. This contact has 
changed my view about Kashmir and I wish to put it forward. 

I came to the Kashmir valley for the first time, in 1990 and the 
visit changed the course of my life. As I began meeting the ordinary 
people as well as thinkers there, my beliefs and ideas about 
patriotism started developing cracks, so to say. Initially, statements 
like ‘We aren’t against you Indians, but we have our opinions,’ 
used to incense me. Gradually however, I realized that while we 
are attracted towards the beauty of Kashmir, we have an 
apprehension towards the Kashmiri people. When J put myself in 
their shoes, an entirely different script started unfolding before 
me. . 
We all have a great anger against Pakistan and we expect the 
same from the Kashmiris but when that expectation is not met, we 
start looking at them as ‘they’ and think they want to secede from 
India. Precisely in the same way, the Kashmiris feel that we Indians 
are different and alien to them. When started interacting with the 
Kashmiris however I realized that our mindset of this region being 
disputed controls our thoughts and actions. 

Disputes crop up on every State of India, about the rights of 
that State, its geographical and historical position, its social- 
political-religious situation etc from time to time. A temporary 
solution is devised every time, giving a feeling that the issue 1s 
resolved. That’s not true however. The issues simply get suppressed, 
only to flare up again when the opportunity comes. That’s precisely 
what is happening in Kashmir. 
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When the political parties demanding abrogation of the Article 
370 say ask for anything within the boundaries of the Constitution, 
the issue aggravates. These people seem to forget tng efforts taken 
and promises given by their predecessors, whether it’s the Kashmir 
Pact of 1975 with Sheikh Abdullah or the subsequent Rajeev- 
Farroukh Accord. When asked about how much autonomy should 
be given to Kashmir, the then Prime Minister of India P. V. 
Narsimha Rao had said, ‘Sky is the limit’. Later, when Atal Bihari 
Vajpayee became the Prime Minister, he declared that he would 
like to do for Kashmir, ‘Everything within the bounds of humanity’. 
He took initiative in opening a dialogue with Pakistan, opened the 
Srinagar-Muzaffarabad road and engaged the Hurriyat on a 
discussion table. Observers the world over were reported to be 
satisfied with the elections held in J&K during his time in 2002. 

Even today, Kashmiri leaders criticizing BJP accept that great 
progress was made during the previous BJP rule at the centre. The 
then Deputy PM and Union Home Minister L. K. Advani had in 
fact termed the young men of Hizbul Mujahideen as ‘our children’ 
and had appealed to them to participate in the dialogue. After the 
latest Kashmir visit by the All Party Committee however, BJP has 
made a U-turn and has opposed any dialogue with the separatists. 
The term of Mufti Mohammad Sayeed as the CM of J&K has 
proved to be the ‘healing touch’ in the burning history of 
Kashmir...The youths voted in the elections of 2008 in large nos. 
in spite of Hurriyat’s boycott call witha great new hope of ‘freedom’ 
from years of pain but some sections portrayed it as symbolic of 
affection towards India winning over that towards Pakistan. Now 
it is proved that J&K is an integral part of India, it was said. Those 
who engaged into this kind of propaganda, failed to gauge the 
aspirations of the Kashmiris. ... The government was never serious 
about the behind the doors discussions it held with and the promises 
it made to the likes of Mirwaiz Maulvai Farookh, Yasin Malik, 
Shabbir Shah, Sajjad Lone etc. These leaders belong to the anti- 
Pakistan group and they saw their relatives killed. With this 
experience the moderates in Hurriyat also chose to Stay away from 
the election process. This was more a defeat of the nation than its 
tulers. This helped strong pro-Pakistani leader Syed Ali Shah 
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Geelani become powerful again. 

Almost all the concerned authorities became complacent after 
the elections, which is aptly exemplified by the statement of a 
Maharashtra -Cadre IAS officer handling Kashmir in New Delhi. 
“Look how this issue is now under control. It’s almost over now,’ 
she said, much to my dismay. In sum, the government failed to get 
a perception of the effect of its package and promises on the youth 
in the State and remained complacent in a false confidence that the 
issuc is solved once for all. 

The fact is that Kashmir is closer to Pakistan in terms of 
geographical proximity, religion etc yet the popular sentiments were 
with India and for that reason they chose to side India after the 
partition in 1947. When the Pathani intruders entered Kashmir in 
1948, the Muslim youths were the ones who protected their Hindu 
pundit brothers. Even during the subsequent wars with Pakistan, 
majority of Kashmiris stood by India. Now, these very people are 
roaming in the streets pelting stones and we must seriously think 
why. Large package was not the answer to the anti-Abdullah family 
sentiments and frustration with the system. The growing resentment 
in the rest of India about enormous amount of money spent over 
Kashmir and the constant propaganda about abrogation of Article 
370 is in fact fuelling a feeling of insecurity among the Kashmiri 
people. Pro-India leaders of Kashmir describe this phenomenon 
about Article 370 as demand for dismantling the bridge between 
Kashmiris and India. 

The current situation (of stone pelting and its aftermath) proves 
abject failure in handling the issue on the part of police and political 
leadership. ... The police took away three labourers from Kupwara 
district promising work. A few days later, their dead bodies were 
found and the TV channels flashed the ‘Breaking News’ that three 
LeT terrorists were gunned down while attempting to enter India. 
Naturally, there was a public outrage over this and using it, some 
political outfits and their activists settled their private scores. A 
young school boy Tuffail Mattoo was killed in police firing on a 
protest rally and the situation blew up into a major unrest. As the 
agitation against the killing of innocent people spread, so did the 
instances of police firing and soon the entire Kashmir valley was 
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engulfed in violence. The youths, frustrated with the system and 
governance and angered by the treatment meted out to them by the 
police, paramilitary forces, the Army and the STF over the past 
two decades, joined the agitation on a large scale. This time, even 
the women descended on the strects, aggrieved by what they had 
endured over 20 years. The security forces like Army are not trained 
to handle civil unrest and domestic violence, so they were tense 
and there were excesses from both sides, giving the pro-Pakistani 
factions a readymade opportunity. 
The youths involved in stone-pelting can be engaged in 
discussion. They have huge amount of energy with no proper 
channel to express it and there is a constant tension around them. 
The pent up energy has thus found a vent in this form. They have 
pelted stones but more than 105 of their colleagues have lost their 
lives. There is a large section that believes in suppressing such 
agitations with police force, lest a precedent is set wherein people 
would throw stones and the government would call them for 
negotiations and solve the issue. However, we must not forget that 
whereas the common people are under duress in the face of rising 
expectations, diminishing tolerance against frustrations, deaths of 
friends and relatives, two decades of real and alleged stories of 
human rights violence, thousands of overall deaths and a general, 
constant tension in the air, the political leaders and government 
Officials are always safe. They go globetrotting while the people 
suffer. This can also be the reason behind the angry outburst of the 
youths. 
Yet, it is a fact that till date there IS no incident like the one in 
Dantewada where the Maoists massacred the entire contingents of 
the paramilitary forces, in Kashmir. Despite its utmost anger against 


the government, Army, administration and the political leadership, 
the Kashmiris bear no 
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This means the bonds with India are still intact in Kashmir, In this 
respect, the government must open a dialogue with the concerned 
agitators. ... When the police or paramilitary forces conduct any 
operation against our own people, they must also come forward to 
treat the wounded. Unfortunately we are found wanting in this area. 

The international media these days is trying to draw a parallel 
between the Kashmir issue and the Palestine problem. That’s 
baseless. There is a world of difference between the two situations 
and between the mental set up of the two people. 

A common Indian citizen is confused about the Kashmir issue. 
He doesn’t know whom to ask for the solution because those who 
have the answers are themselves looking elsewhere for them. The 
Central government looks at the leadership in the valley, the 
leadership in the valley looks at Centre, Hurriyat looks at Pakistan, 
Pakistan looks at the US and while the Kashmiris themselves are 
left angry the citizens of the rest of India are confused! 

In this situation, when some people say... increasing the Hindu 
population in the valley is the only solution, it appeals some people. 
However, this Hindu-Muslim dimension to the already complex 
issue only adds to the tension in the valley which works to the 
advantage of those trying to drive the Kashmiris to religious 
fanaticism... 

... Hurriyat leader Shabbir Shah was once invited to Pune by 
Sarhad. There he said, ‘Azad Kashmiris an option, just like Pakistan 
and India are.’ Privately however he said that the Indian society 
and leadership have miserably failed in instilling the fecling of 
being Indian in the Kashmiris. He also said that Army, puppet 
politicians of the State and the corrupt administration are the centre 
of the public resentment. The options of Azad Kashmir and Pakistan 
are not the popular options of the people but when the Central 
government takes a rough stand that we would throw even your 
just demands into the dustbin, we would dismiss your state 
governments at will, we would jail you randomly etc the public is 
bound to react, Whatever the government discusses with us, it never 
implements... 

Talking to Shabbir Shah revealed the confused state ofa large 
section of Kashmiris. Even after 63 years since merger with India, 


The Sarhad Story | 255 


they are not clear about their future and not sure about whom to 
side Wi nd why... 
aE rin is a Kashmiri youth who topped the JAS exam 
in entire country. He is from a humble family in Kupwara district, 
His father was a school teacher and was killed by the militants, 
right before young Shah Faizal’s eyes. His maternal uncle was also 
killed similarly. Even then, Shah Faizal set his eyes on IAS and 
achieved his goal. An American newspaper described his success 
as, ‘An inspiring face of Kashmiri Muslims in India.’ In order to 
put his example before the Muslim youths, we invited Dr. Shah 
Faizal to Pune on behalf of Sarhad. During a meeting with the 
youths, one boy stood up and said that he has joined the separatist 
movement because the Army has ill-treated his family and he 
appealed everyone present to support the movement. Dr. Shah 
Faizal said to him, ‘Tragedy is on both sides. If the Army has done 
excesses with your family, my father was killed by the militants in 
my presence. It is the common Kashmiri who is killed either way, 
So we must forget the past and focus on our development and our 
career. To say we want to be Independent as a reaction to an incident 
is pushing our people over the cliff. I cannot support that. For us 
Kashmiris, India is the best option.’ 

Even the young Kashmiri children are quite uptight about their 
freedom of choice. Once, when the maulvi invited for the Kashmiri 
children in Sarhad said to a girl from the terrorism affected border 
district of Kupwara, she must wear a burqa, she retorted, “Why 
don’t you give this advice to Sania Mirza?’ 

That's the distinguishing trait of the Kashmiris. These people 
face the natural calamities with courage but refuse to bow to 
pressure, whether it is the threat to boycott the elections or the 
Army crossing the line in terms of human rights. Even the 
Oppressive militants have not received wide support in the State. 
Gun has never been a part of the Kashmiri culture and therefore, 

pro-Pakistani or religiously fundamentalist forces would never 


succeed in here. The people would nev. 


er bow to their pressure 
tactics. 


Once, when my wife Sushama and I were visiting the homes of 
the children studying in Sarhad, we came across families who had 
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six children and they requested us to adopt at least five of them. 
When we probed the strange demand we learned that it is very 
difficult for them to take care of so many children and more often 
than not, one of them turns towards militancy. This means growing 
population also is an issue here. The number of Kashmiri young 
men who have lost their lives in this struggle is more than five 
thousand and most of them were married with 4-5 children each. 
This translates into about 25,000 orphans! The odds that these 
children taking to gun over the period are very high and that was 
the reason their guardians were requesting us to adopt them. 

The total number of orphans in Kashmir due to various reasons 
is said to be more than | lakh and according to the government 
officials, there are thousands of widows. To take care of all these 
women and children is the responsibility of Indian state and that’s 
in the economic interest of the country as well, because for the 1% 
of Indian population that stays in J&K we spend up to 9% of our 
annual budget. Even within that 1% population, the real issue 
involves hardly 10 to 15 lakh people. After visiting Kashmir as a 
part of the All Party Committee, the Swabhiman Party MP Raju 
Shetty said in Pune, ‘The issue is for a population equivalent to 
one Loksabha constituency. While there are international intrigues 
in it, if everyone concerned looks into it seriously, it would be 
easy to reduce the intensity of this issue.’ 

A report in a newspaper citing a study of the defence forces had 
said that one youth turning to terrorism costs the country two and 
a-half crore rupees and the lives of six soldiers or innocent citizens. 
This emphasizes the fact that it is in the interest of the country not 
to let the youth turn the wrong way. 

We all are experiencing how some topics are extremely 
sensitive. The case in point is the statement ofa Christian padre in 
the US that he is going to bum the Holy Kuran in the church, The 
sever backlash the statement evoked took more than 150 lives. The 
Kashmiri youths are watching such news on their television sets at 
home and because of curfew the normal life outside the home 1s 
disrupted. In such a situation the government ought to have taken 
care not to add fuel to the already burning fire and rather come 


forward to dowse it. 
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In an incident in Uttar Pradesh, two people lost their lives. It 
incensed the public so much that they went on a rampage and set 
vehicles alight. On the third day the leaders reached the spot. On 
the contrary in Kashmir, even after more than 100 lives were lost, 
it took three months for the All Party delegation to reach Kashmir! 
By then the situation had already severely deteriorated. Such 
instances only add to the ire of the Kashmiris. 

The basically intelligent Kashmiri youths have big dreams. They 
have now realized that they are being discriminated against, insulted 
and then, instead of justice or respect, a package is thrown at them 
as alms. There is a talk of ‘sky is the limit’ about the autonomy but 
in reality, nothing is given. From this emanates a reaction that we 
are prepared to face whatever happens to us but we don’t want 
your alms. We don’t want your patronizing as well because had 
we been really close to you, you wouldn’t have said these things in 
the first place! 

The tales of the paramilitary and military forces are not much 

different. I remember a heart rending incident narrated to me bya 
jawan. `If someone attacks us and we are killed, our families are 
taken care of but if we fire at someone even by mistake and someone 
gets killed due to that, the first thing we get is the suspension order, 
Then there is court-marshal and during this time there is no salary. 
This is devastating for the family, so we feel that instead of shooting 
someone it’s better to be killed! The senior officers are protected 
by the law and by the government but we Jawans, who are on the 
field protecting the borders and the country have to listen to protests 
from our own people!’ 

Today, the Kashmiri youths think that the utterances like 
Kashmir is an integral part of India, Kashmir is the crown of India 
are purely made out of selfish interests. India eyes only the natural 
beauty and land of Kashmir. It doesn’t love Kashmir. Though this 


In this Situation, the moot question is what is the future of 
Kashmir? 
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Though I am very closely connected to it, 1 wouldn?t dare say 
my opinion is the last word on it. However, I am working with a 
generation born in the valley after 1990. We have consciously 
brought to Sarhad more than a hundred. boys and girls who do not 
belong to affluent families and whose future was bleak to say the 
least. Besides, I am in constant contact with the valley. At Sarhad 
our attempt is that the Kashmiri youths who have stepped out of 
the valley for education and other purposes tell their Kashmiri 
brethren that no government can ever take a decision in favour of 
Azad Kashmir and it’s nota viable option for the Kashmiris in any 
case. Although the Geelani faction of the Hurriyat asks the 
Kashmiris to align with Pakistan, the Kashmiri youths very well 
know the current state of Pakistan. 

Kashmiri people can never accept Pakistan as an option and 
people are quite far away from the Independent Kashmir option 
because not more than a mere 5% of the families involved in the 
70,000 deaths in the past and 105 deaths in the recent agitation 
which the separatists often cite say that their son or brother has 
died for Azad Kashmir. While this is true, we must accept that 
there is a section in Kashmir that dreams of an Independent 
Kashmir. They are not more than 10-15%. However, if we want 
the issue of bringing these people into the mainstream to be handled 
by the armed forces, it would only exacerbate the situation. If we 
don’t want Atalji’s promise of ‘anything within the limits of 
humanity’ and P. V. Narsimha Rao’s promise of ‘sky is the limit? 
to prove false it is the Indian citizens like you and me who need to 
take initiative to fulfil them and earn the confidence of the Kashmiri 
people, when the political parties are failing. And we are confident 
this would work based on our efforts in Pune at Sarhad. 

There is a need to work a lot on immediate and long term basis 
in Kashmir. The government, political leaders and the 
administration would do what they can at their levels and in their 
own way but there is a serious need for an emotional bonding with 
Kashmir and for that, we must show the young generation of 


Kashmir a correct picture of India. 5 
Sarhad undertakes various initiatives to connect the Kashmiri 


youths with the rest of India. Through these efforts, the Pune 
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Municipal Corporation has named a square in Katraj arca Pune- 
Kashmir Friendship Chowk. The municipal corporations of Pune 
and Srinagar have signed a Friendship Deed for exchange of 
technical knowhow. The total number of Kashmiri students who 
have come to Pune for education through Sarhad has crossed the 
five-thousand mark. I agree that there is certain risk in this as some 
elements could try to misuse this link however I am quite sure that 
nothing untoward would happen. On the contrary, through these 
youths Kashmir would get a new team working to build a peaceful 
and development-oriented Kashmir and through them, Kashmiris 
would bond strongly with Maharashtra and thereby, with the rest 
of India. 

Today, Pakistan is itself fighting terrorism and Hurriyat is beset 
with factionalism. In that light, this is the opportune moment to 
solve the Kashmir issue. There was a discussion started during the 
Atal Bihari Vajpayee regime that both parts of Kashmir should 
remain with the respective countries and the Line of Actual Control 
should not be regarded as the international boundary, thereby 
allowing free exchange between the Kashmiris on the either side 
ofit, and at the same time, a limited autonomy should be accorded 
to these parts. It is said that this discussion has reached final stages. 
The current government is taking efforts to finda long term solution 
to the Kashmir issue by taking all parties into confidence. If this 
happens and the Indian citizens take initiative to bond with the 
Kashmiris emotionally, what ails Kashmir can be cured. 


Maharashtra Times Diwali Issue, 2010 


4 
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A new Dawn for the Daughters of Jhelum 


Sanjay Nahar 


It was well past midnight on a December night... probably 2 
am and the phone rang. When the phone rings at this unearthly 
hour, it is scary. I looked at the phone. It was a J&K number, My 
heart missed a bit, but thinking it must be something important, I 
picked up the call. 

‘Bhaisahab (Brother),’ a lady spoke from the other side and 
then in a mix of Hindi, Urdu and Kashmiri she continued, ‘I need 
your help, can you help me?’ 

‘What’s the matter?’ I asked her. 

‘My son had left Srinagar for Delhi with some handicraft. 
Several days have passed and I am unable to get in touch with him. 
Today, someone told me there is an unclaimed dead body of a 
Kashmiri man lying in the Chandni Chowk area. He said, the man 
looks like my son. Probably it is my son. We have a wedding in the 
family and we are very worried. If only we could know what exactly 
is the situation... Can you please find out and let is know? We 
would be really indebted to you...’ 

I felt for the woman. A number of questions like who was the 
woman, how did she get my phone number, why did she choose to 
call me etc raced through my mind. I couldn’t even be sure it was 
a genuine call. However, I did not want to disappoint her, sol just 
said, 

‘Bahenji (Sister), it is too late in the night now. In the morning, 
let me see if I can do something...’ 

Though I ended the call, the thought of what the poor woman 
must be passing through mentally, kept me awake for the rest of 
the night. Next whole week, I was on phone, trying to find out 
about the dead body through various sources, including the Delhi 
Police. They confirmed to me that there was no dead body matching 
the description of the son of that woman found in the capital. The 
Kashmiri boy returned home safely a few days later. Apparently, 
the boy had left Srinagar by train and during the journey somehow 
he lost his train ticket. This was the first time he was going out of 
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Kashmir, so he was frightened. When confronted by the police, 
the boy spoke in Kashmiri, which they didn’t understand so they 
kept him in the custody on suspicion. When they could not find 
anything criminal about him, they released him and fortunately, 
even returned the handicraft worth about 1.5 lakh. 

The incident forced me to think as to what must be the mental 
state of the Kashmiri women in general? What must the mothers 
be passing through when their children go out for business or for 
education? In 2002, when we wanted to select children to bring to 
Pune for education, we received a whopping 1,700 plus 
applications. There were children as young as 3 years, whose 
mothers wanted their tiny tots to be safe, even if away from 
Kashmir. In normal circumstances, which mother would do this? 
No one, I’m sure. Here, however they were prepared to send their 
little bundles of joy in an alien land with people belonging to a 
different faith just in the hope that they would be better off there 
than here in Kashmir. It was a big price to pay for the children’s 
education. 

On the other hand, the extremists wanted the children to remain 
in Kashmir in the hope that they would be handy in their movement 
and hence, opposed sending children to Pune. They even issued 
threats to us. In response, the women became aggressive and said 
that they would commit Suicide if their children were prevented 
from going. This subdued their men and the opposition to the move 


plagued the State. Thousands of Kashmiri women have been raped. 
The incident of two young women being Taped and killed in Sopore 
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is still fresh. Sometimes a voice of protest is raised against such 
things but at other times, either because of the situation or because 
of sheer terror, many women victims of atrocity committed by the 
terrorists as well as police or paramilitary forces are forced to bear 
the outrage mutely. 

Though the estimation of the number of widows are there in 
Kashmir in all varies among the different mechanisms, they all 
concur on the fact that the number is well over 25,000. Most among 
them are in the border district of Kupwara. Even within this district, 
the number of widowed women is the most in villages like Kunan 
Poshpora, Dardpora, Bandipora, Handwara etc. Now the young 
Kashmiri women studying in Sarhad and other educational 
institutions in Pune have taken a lead in bringing about a holistic 
development of the women in this region. 

Since these young women belong to this region, they do not 
want someone to profit by capitalizing on the issues facing the 
women in their area and wish to see some real work done. The fact 
is the Kashmiri women are very hard working, and compared to 
the men carry more sense of responsibility. While there are more 
middle-aged widows in Kupwara, the number of young widows is 
significant in Srinagar. Various surveys put the figures of widows 
in the age group 19-30 years to be more than 40% and that of those 
in the age group 31-40 years to be over 30%. Of these, more than 
65% widows are semi-literate or illiterate. They are mainly the 
women who got married during the period 1985 to 2005, belong to 
lower middle class or poor families and their monthly income is 
not more than Rs. 4,000/- per month. The proportion of women 
from the families of big leaders or elite class is negligible. While 
some of the women lost their husbands in cross-firing between the 
militants and the security forces, some men were killed by the 
militants, some by the security forces; some died in police custody, 
some in a bomb blast and some at the border. 

More than half of the widows stay alone, away from their 
families. Of the remaining, some continue to stay with their in- 
laws and some stay with their parents or brothers. The children of 
some of them stay with them but more than 5,000 children live in 
various orphanages across Kashmir. In fact, these orphanages have 
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become an industry in this state. Since Kashmir is in news the 
world over, the orphanages in the valley routinely get enormous 
amounts of funds from everywhere and most of those who run 
these places usually live an affluent life. 2ni 

About 15-20% young widows remarry. Sayeeda Mir, in her 

thirties, works at Sarhad as a caretaker of the young Kashmiri girls 
studying here. She decided not to marry again in order to take care 
of the children. A large number of Kashmiri women have sacrificed 
their personal wellbeing for their families thus. There are more 
problems facing the widows in Kashmir than solutions. Forget good 
education, their children cannot get any education at all. For even 
the smallest of their needs, these women have to depend on the 
others in their families, making them feel insecure, Many of these 
women fall victim to abuse, domestic or sexual. 

The State Government does help some families and some women 
get financial assistance from the local mohalla committees or NGOs 
but more than 50% widows simply do not come forward to ask 
help. The situation as well as the feeling of anger against the security 
forces means that some orphaned children of these widows get 
attracted towards terrorism. The women themselves are dead against 
it though. j 

Besides this, because of the Constant mental stress, the frequent 
bandhs called by some Organization or other and the omnipresent 
violence the Kashmiri women are suffering from various physical 
and mental ailments, They find it hard to trust anyone, even each 
other. Add to that the Stress due to traditions, beliefs and customs, 


264 | Bonding with Kashmir 


handle these boys and the women in their families carefully. Time 
and again itis proved that extremism, even in nationalistic thoughts 
is ultimately detrimental to the nation itself. The women, fast losing 
hope of giving a good life to their sons and brothers felt compelled 
to fight it out with all their might. 

When the fundamentalists made hijab (burqa) compulsory for 
women in Kashmir, the women had fought against it strongly and 
the nation hasn’t forgotten that yet. Even the Muslim-majority status 
of the State didn’t help the fundamentalists implement their diktat. 
Asia Andrabi never received larger backing by the Kashmiri 
women. 

The tradition of according equal status and more respect to the 
women is more ancient and stronger in Kashmir than in the rest of 
India. In ancient times, women were ahead of the men in land 
ownership, caretaking and different works. The young Kashmiri 
women, who are ever progressive in adopting modernity in their 
lifestyle, hairstyle, make-up habits, attires, ornaments etc are now 
going out of Kashmir for education in large numbers. The 
experiences with those who have come to Pune are quite eloquent 
in this regard. They have excelled in whichever field they chose. 

Farah Pundit, the woman who is currently the advisor of US 
President Barak Obama and is the chief coordinator of the relations 
and communication between the US and the Asian Muslim 
countries is a Kashmiri. The Kashmiri history is replete with 
examples of how, when an opportunity has presented itself, the 
Kashmiri women have proved to be better rulers than men are. 

To salute the hard work of the industrious, resilient and 
progressive Kashmiri women, Sarhad has prepared an ambitious 
plan of organizing them into Self Help groups and commercially 
marketing the shawls, handicraft and rugs made by them on the 
lines of Lijjat Papad. The work of enlisting widowed, helpless or 
poor women under this scheme is currently underway. The Kashmin 
students studying in Sarhad School and College in Pune have taken 
lead in this work. The plan is to engage 500 women in the initial 
phase and in the next three years, to provide livelihood to 5000 
women, Sarhad has taken this bold step of forming the Self Help 


groups of these women based on the information given in this article 
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as well as studying their positive and negative traits. The Kashmiri 
students studying in Pune have undertaken a study of the Initiatives 
like the achievements and failures of earlier efforts like the 

. cooperative movement in Pune, to ensure that this Initiative for the 
women, who have a strong resentment against the government, 
meets success. 

In 2002, Sarhad had organized a conference of the NGOs in 
Kashmir with the help of Anna Hazare and in association with 
NABARD, at Srinagar. Subsequently, in 2003, 2004 and 2005, 
and even after that, groups of Kashmiri women had Visited various 
Cooperative institutions in Maharashtra, through Sarhad. At that 
time, the then Cooperative Commissioner Ratnakar Gaikwad, Dairy 
Development Minister Hassan Mushrif, Lt. Gen. V. G. Patankar 
and the Chief Minister of J&K had evinced great interest in these 
efforts by Sarhad. Lijjat Papad cooperative has gone ahead and 
opened a branch Jammu. On this backdrop, it is planned to open 
marketing centers of Kashmiri handicraft and artifacts in all the 


Chairman of the Jammu-Kashmir Finance Commission, Dr. M. 
Rahman is camping in Pune and working. 


In these trying times for the beautiful, hardworking and 
rebellious 


For several centuries in the past, Kashmir has been ruled by 
Afghans, Mughals, Hindus, Sikhs and Dogras. Now the Kashmiris 
wish that they had their own rule. They want freedom, but not in 
the form of an Independent Kashmir. They want freedom from 
disrespect, from instability and from turmoil. 


Daily Loksatta 26 March 2011 


t 
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Kashmir - Need to take forward Atalji’s work 
- Sanjay Nahar 


On 28" October 2010, when I reached the transition camp of 
the Kashmiri pundit refugees from the much discussed Nagrota 
and Mutthi areas, I met the young pundit boys. Dr. Amit Wanchoo 
from the Kashmir valley and Sanjay Dhar from Jammu were with 
me. A 20 — something boy came forward and said, ‘We have been 
eking out for years. My entire family stays in an 8’x8’ room. We 
are four and the government used to give us a subsistence allowance 
of Rs. 4,000/- per month. They have made it Rs. 5,000/- now, but 
with the rising costs, is it sufficient? And then, whether your family 
has four members or ten, the allowance is same. There is no good 
school around here, there’s no one to take care of us here and look 
at the valley. Leaders only want to go there. A thousand crore 
Tupees package is given to the Muslims to appease them and what 
the patriotic Kashmiri pundits get? They have to leave the homes, 
land and come to Jammu to stay in this godforsaken place in 
Jammu.’ The boy was visibly agitated as he took me on a tour of 
the transit camp. He insisted that Sarhad should take up the cause 
of development of the camp area by creating employment for youth 
like him and offer them educational Opportunity in Pune. 

The second incident is from the Kashmir valley. Around 2 am, 
my phone rang. “We have somehow managed to escape the curfew 
orders,’ a Kashmiri man said from the other end. ‘We are on our 
way to Pune. My son and his friend want admission in Sarhad 
College at Pune. There’s nothing left here in the valley for us now.’ 
I didn’t know the person so I asked, ‘Who are you relying on in 
Pune for this move?’ Pat came the reply, “You! ... Here in the 
valley, the lives of our children are completely devastated... I wish 
these boys with me have some future...’ 

Sarhad is an organization dedicated to rehabilitation of the 
violence affected people in the border regions of India. We 
especially work for the orphans and widows, and focus on 
establishing communication with the people in these regions. As a 

part of these efforts, Sarhad has started a school, a college and 
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hostel facilities for the Kashmiri and Northeastern Indian students, 
in Pune, Maharashtra. About 110 Kashmiri students are getting 
education here since the past 8 years. We are in touch with hundreds 
of people in Kashmir through our work of this kind. The two 
incidents described above are merely representative; there are 
numerous such incidents taking place in Kashmir, 

Speaking about Dileep Padgaonkar, Radhakumar and Ansari, 
the three mediators appointed by the Government of India to start 
a dialogue with the Kashmiri leaders, a Kashmiri professor made 
a caustic, yet wistful remark. “Even after 63 years, New Delhi 
feels it necessary to send such a team to know what we want! Isn’t 
it a big failure of the India as a nation?” A young woman studying 
law in Pune said, “My brother is in jail for the past 4 months for 
stone pelting. I have seen in Maharashtra, even a murder accused 
gets bail in 90 days. My brother is just 15. Can’t we open a separate 
rehab centre for such youths? Can’t we correct their behavior and 
send them to school? Wouldn’t keeping these boys in jail among 
hardened criminals destroy their future? And there are thousands 
like him here!” 

Dr. Amit Wanchoo is a professional doctor. His grandfather 
was killed by the militants but the family decided to stay put in the 
valley. The president of the Kashmiri Pandit Sabha in Pune had 
once said that only those pandits who are ISI agents or Hurriyat 
supporters can stay back in Kashmir. The 8000 families that still 
live in the valley are doing so only because they have surrendered 
themselves to the Muslims. An outraged Dr. Amit said, “This is a 
gross insult being inflicted on us. Some people in Kashmir say we 
are IB and RAW agents and some in Pune-Mumbai say we are ISI 
agents. I think basically, the government is trying to appease the 
wrong people. Those (pundits) who have migrated from nos are 
getting all the facilities and allowances and we get insults. Then 
on a sober note he added, “You see we pundits are an intelligent 
community. We have created a place for ourselves in many fields 
in the country through sheer hard work and intelligence. If we 
wish, we really don’t need the government help. We can solve 
their own problems. Unfortunately, some of our leaders have kept 
the feeling of injustice in the community’s mind alive, which has 
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stunted the community’s development. Just as a section of people 
in the valley is constantly busy inciting people, a smalls thing is 
taking place on this side of the divide as well. That’s not good for 
the country. Actually, the lifestyle, language and culture of 
Kashmiri Muslims and pundits are same, so if the pundits can try 
and keep aside the ill feeling developed over the years and think 
of the country, they would be the best people to bring the Kashmiri 
Muslims into the mainstream as well. Sadly however, Kashmir 
issue has become an industry for some people and they won’t let 
this happen.” 

During this visit to Kashmir, I met another very important 
person: Lt. Gen. Vinayak Patankar. He is from Pune and one of 
the rare officers respected in Kashmir. When Gen Patankar was 
the Commander of the 15' Corps, a Kashmiri youth asked him, 
“If we talk in favor of India but against the Indian Army, would 
we be termed patriots or traitors?” “Well, young man, I cannot 
Judge your patriotism but I would like to show you that the Army 
is your friend and not foe. For that and for the Kashmiri people, I 
am prepared to do anything.” This may sound an ordinary incident 
but it is not, for it certainly goes a long way in creating trust, a 
sense of belongingness. 

The former Dy. CM of J&K, Muzaffar Hussein Baig of PDP 
and from the highly sensitive Kupwara district narrated an incident 
about Gen Patankar in a public meeting recently. When Gen 
Patankar was posted in Kashmir, a maulvi was killed by the Army 
purely by mistake. The electronic media promptly started flashing 
news about a ‘dreaded terrorist? being killed by the Army in a 
show of great valor. In reality, the maulvi was a harmless, simple 
man with no criminal record whatsoever. The news spread in the 
area like a wildfire and the people got incensed. The anger was 
two-fold; firstly for killing of an innocent man and secondly, for 
terming him a Pakistani terrorist. The situation became tense. Gen 

Patankar quickly gauged the gravity of the situation and along 
with Baig, went to the concerned village. There, he explained to 
the people the circumstances of the killing and how it took place 
by mistake. Gen Patankar even went to the maulvi’s family and 
apologized to them and took lead in rehabilitating the family. This 


270 | Bonding with Kashmir 


gesture by him immediately diffused the tension. 

Behind what is happening in Kashmir today, there are ofcourse 
the elements like Pakistan, ISI, Hurriyat hardliners and the events 
of the past 63 years but the huge wave of anger that arose due to 
the killing of three laborers in a fake encounter in Machhil, dist. 
Kupwara was certainly a turning point. Thereafter, a young 
schoolchild, Tuffail Mattoo, was killed in an incident and the 
situation flared up again starting a chain reaction. It is unstable 
ever since. If there had been an army officer like Gen Patankar 
and an elected representative like Baig here, would the situation 
have reached this state? It’s a point to ponder. Chhatrapati Shivaji 
Maharaj often stressed the need to win the surrounding villages 
before taking a fort as that keeps you supply lines intact. On that 
backdrop, we must understand the significance of Kashmiris. They 
had all the reasons like common faith, geographical continuity 
and the offered baits to go with Pakistan in 1947, but they didn’t. 
In every direct or indirect wars and conflicts ever since, it is the 
local Kashmiri, who has given the all important first tip off to the 
Indian Army and that was a crucial factor in India prevailing over 
its arch enemy every time. He is living in a fool’s paradise if 
someone thinks we can ignore Kashmir and fight Pakistan. 

The population of J&K is about 1% of the national population 
but the budget allocated to that State is about 7% to 9% of the 
total budget. On the other hand, the propaganda about the 
government spending enormous amount of money on Kashmir also 
keeps the Kashmiris away from the mainstream. When a Kashmiri 
youth learned about the astronomical figures of the package for 
the State, he sarcastically remarked that had the government divided 
this amount into no. of people in the State and sent them that amount 
by money order, it would have been easy. The youths of Kashmir 
want freedom from the unholy nexus of police, administration and 
politicians, who plunder the nation in the name of patriotism. So 
they voted in large numbers disregarding the Hurriyat call for 
boycott. Another issue is that even when there is bandh for days in 
the State, the government employees continue to get their salaries 
on time without doing any work. On top of that they get a 
Disturbance Allowance as compensation. So what if they are 
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Kashmiris? There is a great deal of resentment among the pcople 
about this as well. According to a government report, more than 
30,000 people have laid their lives in the valley because of their 
pro-India stance. How many families from them are rehabilitated, 
is a big question. A youth asked why do we have to constantly 
prove our Indian-ness? 

A Hurriyat leader said, “The 2002 general clections are 
considered to be the best ever. Prime Minister Atal Bihari 
Vajpayce’s stance of doing ‘Anything that is within the 
humanitarian confines’ was well received. He opened the road to 
Muzaffarabad in POK, started the Lahore bus and opened dialogue 
with all the interest groups. Even the Azad Kashmir call by the 
Hurriyat is more symbolic than practical. The party has accepted 
that the solution to the problem in reality can be found within the 
Constitution. However, the government is merely toying with our 
feelings and that’s the reason of the party’s separatist stand.” 

Sarhad organizes a ‘Know India’ tour of young Kashmiri 
children 
to show them the real India. During one of these tours, we took the 
children to meet the Prime Minister. Atalji had said then, “That’s 
good; let them see the country to know it.” Then he added tongue- 
in-cheek, “For that matter, they should also see Pakistan!” 

But for the Kargil war and the attack of Parliament, Kashmir 
issue had come very close to resolution during Vajpayee’s tenure. 
The good work done then, needs to be taken forward. 


Diwali Issue, 2010 of Manogat', the mouthpiece of BJP in 


Mahararashtra 
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A ray of hope in the shadows of terrorism ... 
Sanjay Nahar 


Joginder is a teen-aged boy from Doda district of Jammu. 
Sometime in June 2012 the then Minister of Health, India Gulam 
Nabi Azad called me. “A few years ago fifteen members of a family 
were killed by terrorists,’ he said to me. ‘A boy who had survived 
bravely came up to me in a public meeting and said that he wants 
to pursue higher studies, and that the government should help. I 
request you to please accommodate him in your institution in Pune.’ 

That was Joginder Singh, village-Lehota, Taluka- Thathati, Dist. 
Doda, Jammu. On the night of 19" July 1999, terrorists attacked 
his family. The brave family battled with them for fifteen hours 
and killed three of the assailants. Sadly, 15 members of Joginder’s 
family were also killed and 5 more were left seriously wounded. 
The unique incident, in which one family fought with the terrorists 
and lost so many of their members, is remembered by the army and 
administration circles even today. Joginder was a mere 4 year old 
toddler then and survived the attack only because his sister literally 
threw him outside the house from the backyard. 

Joginder’s family was honoured with bravery medals by the 
Central Government. His cousin Amreek Singh was absorbed in 
the J&K Police. Joginder himself was enrolled in the S. O. S. 
Balgram in Jammu, where he grew up. When he passed his 10" 
Std. exam, however, the rules prevented him from continuing there. 
I immediately took him under my wings for further education. 

Normally one would expect the surviving members of the family 
so destroyed to be bitter about life, complain about government 
not doing enough for them and bum with the desire to take revenge. 
But Joginder has none of these. His outlook is very positive. I asked 
him if he remembers what has_happened with him. ‘Yes of course! 
he replied. ‘My grandma Prema Devi, father Mohanlal, mother 
Dalipa Devi, real brothers Naresh Kumar and Satish Kumar, all 
three paternal uncles: Shivlal, Kishanlal and Lekhraj, their sons, 
my aunt... all were killed by the terrorists. I still remember seeing 


their dead bodies.’ : 
His cousin, working in J&K Police recounted the sordid saga 
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of that fateful night to me and a chill ran up my Spine: 

‘Before that night the terrorists had attacked the village several 
times. For that reason all the members of our family had enrolled 
for the Village Protection Force. We were given training to fight 
with the terrorists and were provided rifles. On 19'" July we were 
resting at home when suddenly we heard gunshots. It was about 
9.30 p. m. Our colleagues in the Village Protection Force were 
engaged in retaliatory fire. Later on we learned that the terrorists 
had already gunned down five of our colleagues before coming at 
us. We had about 9 rifles, so we all began firing. The elderly ones 
had taken shelter and women and the older children helped us with 
rifles and ammunition. By the time the Police and army arrived the 
next moming at 11, fifteen members of the family had lost their 
lives. We learned that we had managed to kill three of the terrorists. 

The Central Government took cognizance of our fight. My 

brother and I were given jobs in the police force. Cousin Rajendra 
Kumar dropped out of school but his younger brother Joginder 
was good in studies and we all wanted him to continue education. 
However, we couldn’t afford it as some of us still work as farm 
hands to make the ends meet. One day, we learned that Gulam 
Nabi Azad was having a public meeting in Doda. We went there 
and giving a slip to the security Jogi reached the minister to ask for 
help. With his help Joginder is studying in Sarhad today.’ 

Cute Joginder started staying at my house among other Kashmiri 
children, If he noticed resentment in someone, Joginder would 
reason with the boy, saying everyone has his limitations and no 
One in this world is always and fully happy. He would explain how 
they all should make the best of the opportunity they have got and 
how a gun can never solve any problem. He is doing his F. Y. B. 
Com. in Sarhad College. 

What Malala has done is exceptional and exemplary for the 
girls all over the world. While saluting Malala we mustn’t forget 
Joginder, his sacrifices and above all, his extraordinary positivity. 
Even after losing nearly all of his close family, he speaks about 
Hindu-Muslim unity, talks against terrorism, loves music and dance 

and is always smiling. This boy, who has fun with his friends and 
preaches positive attitude to them, does miss his parents sourly at 
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times. At such times he simply locks himself in a room and cries 
his heart out, only to emerge with the usual smile on his face some 
time later. 

Sometimes when I get emotional about him he comes to me 
and assures me, “Sirji, don’t feel sad. I don’t miss my family here. 
You are my father and mother and these Kashmiri boys are no less 
than my own brothers.” 

Joginder Singh, who didn’t even know how to ask for favours, 
who speaks of bonding Hindus with Muslims, Jammu with Kashmir 
and Jammu-Kashmir with India, and places the Indian tricolour 
above all, has become a part of our life. He has decided to work for 
peace so that no other boy is orphaned like him, no other woman is 
widowed like his mother and sister and no other family is destroyed 
like his was. He has become a part of Sarhad and of our family, 
My wife Sushama and I are proud of that. 


Daily Lokmat, 9 November 2014 


e 
“ 


The Sarhad Story | 275 


Kargil Hero Deserves National Honour 


Sanjay Nahar 


“My yak had strayed and I was desperately looking for him in 
the snow, Suddenly, I found a trail in the snow. It surely wasn’t 
made by the yaks but looked like one made by human feet. I grew 
suspicious and decided to follow it. A little further, I froze in my 
place by what I saw. About 5-6 salwar-kameez clad men were busy 
in some hectic activity. No one from our Gorkhun village or any 
nearby village could have ventured there in that climate because it 
would be a week and a-half yet, before the snow started melting. 
So these men were pretty much enemies, I told myself. Alarmed, I 
retumed to Gorkhun. I knew the 3 Punjab Battalion was posted at 
Batalik, so I went there and met with Hawildar Balwinder Singh. I 
told him what I saw. Equally alarmed, Hawildar Balwinder Singh 
immediately tried to call his seniors to inform them about the 
development. Since the telephonic contact couldn’t be established, 
the Hawildar went on foot to do his Job. That was 2"! May 1999... 
Thad this feeling that something serious was waiting to happen 
any moment now.” 

That was Tashi Namgyal, a shepherd from the Kargil region. 
He was in Pune, sitting with us and recounting the incident, which 
would be of a historic significance in the wake of what was to 
follow. 

“I couldn’t sleep that night,” he continued, going back in time 
and almost reliving the dreadful day. “The next day, 3 May, I was 
called by the Indian Army and a team of Jawans was given to me. 
‘If your information is true, you would be honored and felicitated,’ 
Commander Baxisaab said to me ees 

When Tashi Namgyal alerted the Indian Army about the 

presence and movements of Pak Ammy inside the Indian Territory, 
he wasn’t even aware how important the piece of information was. 
Commander Baxi’s veiled threat filled him with self-doubt. Would 
the jawans see what he actually had seen the previous day? Would 
the trail have disappeared under the snow by now? Nonetheless, 
he led the jawans to the place near Pakistan Border in Batalik. 
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Mercifully for him, and indeed for the people of entire India, the 
six men Tashi had spotted the previous day were still there and 
engaged in the same suspicious movements. The Army team and 
the officers patted Tashi on the back in appreciation ... 

The Army swung into action from that moment on and soon 
learned about the heavy preparations by the Pakistan Army. Tashi 
Namgyal spent the next few days leading the Indian Army teams 
to every nook and comer of the region with the help of his fellow 
villagers. This helped the Army make the first move, in time. Had 
this not happened - ... the initiative would have been with the 
Pakistanis to make the first move and one shudders to think how 
catastrophic it would have been for the Indian Army and India. 

Within a week, the Kargil war began. It ended on 26" July with 
the complete victory for the Indian Army. The nation celebrates 
this day as Kargil Vijay Diwas since then. 

The Army kept its word and awarded Rs. 50,000/- to Tashi 
Namgyal, who was the first to give the information about enemy 
movements along with a government telephone connection. He also 
gets a monthly assistance of Rs. 5,000/- to Rs. 7,000/- and free 
food ration. 

Tashi Namgyal has two sons and two daughters. One of his two 
daughters is studying in Chandigarh while the other is studying in 
Srinagar in J&K. His elder son cannot work because of frostbite 
and is mostly at home. The Indian Army did help Tashi in getting 
his daughters educated initially but the lack of appropriate 
acknowledgement and appreciation by the Central Government and 
the country as a whole had left a bitter taste in his mouth. Especially 
after hearing the news of a number of people winning several 
awards, positions and many more things in the name of Kargil war 
over the period. After all he was the first to alert the Indian Army 
about the Pakistan Army’s clandestine operations, was it not a 
noteworthy act? s 

When the Amny officials recommended his second son to Sarhad 
for his education in Pune, Sarhad proudly accepted the 
recommendations and brought him to Pune. Sarhad pr esented Tashi 
Namgyal to hundred of its students and felicitated him with great 
respect, in front of them and formally adopted his son Stanzin Dorje 
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i institute for his education. 

2 res) children from Jammu & Kashmir along with 33 
children of the Kargil residents who were killed or injured in the 
war or had helped the Indian Army in some way during it, are 
studying in Sarhad for the past 13 years. Sarhad does not accept 
any government or foreign funds for this purpose. 

In 1948, Maqbool Sherwani had deliberately misled the 
Pakistani Army, allowing crucial time to the Indian Army to plan 
their strategy. The nation greatly honored Maqbool Sherwani for 
his yeoman service to the nation. He later went on to become a 
minister in the state cabinet of J&K. In 1965, Mohammad Bin of 
village Mandi was also awarded a civilian honor for being the first 
informant about the enemy’s presence in our territory. 

Recognizing that the act of Tashi Namgyal was as important as 
that of Maqbool Sherwani and Mohammad Bin, a member of the 
National Commission for Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, 
Sering Samphel, recommended him for the highest civilian honor 
with the Defense Minister of India. Even the J&K government 
wrote to the Central Government in this regard. All of that has 

remained unheeded till date. On this backdrop and in the wake of 
the forthcoming 67" Independence Day of India, one feels a bit 
sad for him. It is 15 years since the Kargil War. The war enjoys a 
pride of place in the psyche of all of us Indians Lg 
Today, when we demand and prepare to spend thousands of 
crores of rupees for CCTVs and latest weapons for the internal 
Security, we tend to forget the importance of the ordinary people 
acting as informers on our borders, who virtually make the 
difference between winning and losing battles. ... we must not 
ignore the contribution of people like Tashi Namgyal ... If Wwe 
..-(do that)..., it can prove to be a very costly mistake and would 
make our fight against such destructive elements even more difficult 
than it already is. When Kargil war took place the NDA government 
was in the centre under Prime Minister Shri Atalbihari Vajpayi. 15 


Punjab Kesri, Jallandhar, J uly 2014 
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Bright Sunshine in disaster ... the Kashmir floods 


Sanjay Nahar 


On 3" September 2014, Nayeem Akhtar, the then secretary of 
former J&K Chief Minister Mufti Mohammad Sayeed called me. 
During our conversation he said, “It’s pouring here for the past 
four days and if this continues for some more time, most of the 
areas in Kashmir would be inundated.” Perhaps he was expecting 
me to convey this information to the right people and do something. 
Nayeem has worked at a very high level in Kashmir and he ought 
to know the civil issues of the State, so I conveyed his fears to 
some government officials and political leaders. While everyone 
was worried about the rising water and the flood situation, no one 
had expected this kind of disaster. The State government had no 
mechanism to deal with it. There were no boats, trained lifeguards 
or coordination systems. The State machinery had become 
paralyzed at all levels. I received hundreds of calls from the valley 
informing me about the situation on ground and asking for help 
over the next two days. About two hundred and fifty girls were 
stuck in the Sher-i-Kashmir Institute’s girls’ hostel. People who 
were given temporary shelter in some of the hotels were stuck there. 
The rains had made walking or driving on the roads impossible. At 
some places, even buses had been submerged. However, since most 
people had managed to reach safe places, a large scale loss of human 
life was averted. f 

Initially, phone calls informing about the rainwater threatening 
to cross the danger levels started coming in from Pahelgam, 
Anantnag and Pulwama. The situation in Pulwama district in 
particular, was worst, with many villages under serious threat and 
needed urgent help. I tried to contact Rajeev Pande, IPS, an officer 
from Pune, working in Kashmir and nearly all important officials 
and ministers. Rajeev Pande conveyed a message that he was 
himself stuck in Hotel International in Sonawar while the 
Rammunshibaug police station was under water. They were waiting 
for help themselves. In the meanwhile the bridge on river Tawi in 
Jammu caved in. Roads were getting washed away everywhere. At 
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one place, a bus carrying a marriage party got washed away. By 
now, the rescue operations for the Central Govt., Amy and NDRF 
personnel stuck at different places had begun. Mainly, a few boats 
with the Army and their disaster management team got active. 

Prime Minister Modi assured his full support to the people of 
J&K. He also extended a helping hand to the PoK. Pakistani premier 
Nawaz Sharief reciprocated the feeling by saying he is ready to 
help Indian side of Kashmir. That both the prime ministers had 
realized the gravity of the situation was a good thing. 

Jammu region, including Jammu city saw large number of 
casualties. Thousands of Vaishnodevi pilgrims were stranded at 
the Katara railway station. Trains going from Jammu to Katara 
and further destinations were disrupted. Many towns and villages 
like Udhampur, Riyasi, Doda, Rajauri etc were submerged. Before 
anything could be done there, the situation in the Kashmir valley 
went from bad to worse. The major difference between the two 
regions is that it is relatively easier to establish some sort of 
communication with Jammu than Kashmir for various reasons. 
Disruption in communication with the valley cuts it off from the 
rest of the country. That’s precisely what happened. Traffic or 
Jammu-Srinagar road came to a standstill. There were landslides 
at several places and contact with Srinagar was lost. 

I told some activists working for Sarhad in Kashmir and some 
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Kashmir valley was cut off from the rest of India. As it happens 
during such times, rumors became rife. All the roads leading to the 
airport were blocked and so was the road to Jammu. 

The Army and the National Disaster Rescue Force personnel 
started working round the clock in order to save children, senior 
citizens and the sick people from the areas where up to two floors 
of the buildings had gone under water. They were using helicopters 
and boats. At this juncture the Kashmir youths came out and using 
used tyres, ropes and heavy vehicles, set about helping people reach 
safer places. People were taken to and sheltered in Jama Masjid as 
well as other important mosques, Bunga Sahib gurudwara and some 
Hindu temples. These religious places started mass langars for 
feeding the people who were suddenly rendered homeless. The 
water purification plant of the town was destroyed so the most 
serious issue was of drinking water. Kashmiri youths who are 
normally highly apprehensive of the Army joined hands with it in 
the rescue and relief work. In fact they even rescued some of the 
uniformed men stranded at various places. The Kashmiris saw a 
very human face of the Army in this hour of crisis. The jawans 
were working tirelessly, with or without help from others and saving 
as many lives, distributing as much food, water and medicines as 
they could. While the Kashmiri youths joined their hands in the 
urban areas, the hilly rural areas had no one to look at except the 
Army. The entire work of the Army was exemplary in this disaster 
situation. 

The root cause of this calamity is said to be the flooding of 
Jhelum. The reality however is that the encroachments on the 
several canals branching out of it. Jnelum originates at Verinag in 
South Kashmir. From there, the water from the mountains in various 
areas and smaller streams joins the river on its way to Srinagar via 
Kokarnag, Pahelgam and Anantnag. At Srinagar, it meets the 
famous Dal Lake before moving on to Baramulla and Uri and then 
goes further into Pakistan. Besides, Jhelum is also by far the only 
outlet for the waste water in the Kashmir valley. One of the most 
important stages in this journey is the Wooler Lake. There was a 
time when this lake was regarded as the largest fresh water lake in 
entire Asia. Now however it has shrunk. In ancient times, the 
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internal commutation in Kashmir valley used to be over waterways. 
The growth in population and the force of urbanization encroached 
on the natural paths of many natural sources of water including the 
canals and that has caused the current calamity. 

As I set out for Srinagar on the morning of 15'" September, I 
had a fair bit of idea about the ground situation in the valley. In 
touch with the officials, tourists and Kashmiri students studying in 
Pune as I was. I got down at the Srinagar airport. 

Nazir Khan had said he would come to pick me up but since 
almost all the roads in the city were submerged, I wasn’t quite 
hopeful. When I saw him there therefore, I was very happy. In 
normal circumstances security system prevents you from going 
inside the airport beyond a point but the present circumstances 
were far from normal and I saw hundreds of young Kashmiri men 
and women frantically busy receiving and sorting the relief material 

coming from all over the country. I hardly saw members of any 
political party among them. 

Telephone lines and other means of communication were in 
disarray still. Only a few areas could be contacted. The yeoman 
work of Indigo and Go Air companies in that situation deserves a 
big pat on their backs. They were bringing medical aid material, 
drinking water and food as well as clothes absolutely free of charge 
to Srinagar. When I stepped out of the airport, there were many 
Kashmiri people with me. Everyone had some or the other near 
and dear one who was stuck and marooned in the worst floods in 
the history of the valley. Their anxious faces betrayed their worst 
fears, 

I sat in the Maruti 800 car Nazir had brought. Gazi Rohulla, 
Arshad Hussein etc were waiting for us. These young men had 
saved several lives, even putting their-own in danger. They had 
searched almost every house in Lal Chowk and some worst affected 
and most dangerous areas of the town and had rescued people, put 


was the army jawans, state government officials and the tourists. 
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The objective of course, was to re-establish the government 
machinery at the earliest, however, protests emerged from some 
quarters that the government is keen on rescuing its own people 
alone. The fact was the leading voices of these protests were 
themselves rescued by the local youths on top priority. Soon 
however, sanity prevailed as the different groups involved in the 
rescue operation convinced each other to refrain from engage in 
politicking in such a situation. 

Rickshaw driver Hilal gave me his mobile no. and asked me to 
call wherever I found any tourist stuck due to lack of transport 
facility. The truth is, wherever I went I had a similar humanitarian 
experience from the Kashmiri youths. There were many young 
women among them as well. They had joined hands with their 
male counterparts and without bothering with burqa, they were 
out in the open and working. The message was clear: 
humanitarianism was more important than petty communal 
restrictions. Kashmiri mothers, used to keeping their young children 
confined to home as much as they can, were now themselves asking 
them to go out and help people. Wooden doors or fallen houses, 
plastic water tanks, vehicle tyres were all serving as makeshift boats. 
The youths everywhere were working hard and resting only briefly, 
by turns. Six boats donated by Adv Abhay Chhajed from Pune had 
arrived and were pressed into service immediately. Water level in 
areas like Lal Chowk, Jawahar Nagar, Mahjoor Nagar, Kamarwari 
etc was running over 5 feet. Dr. Shafagat Khan of the Health Dept. 
had made his house a clinic and was working. Hundreds of people 
from many villages in the Pulwama, Anantnag etc districts had left 
their homes and had taken refuge in the roadside tents. 

We visited a couple of transit camps along our way. By now, 
water borne diseases had started spreading, especially among 
children. Dr. Zakir Geelani of New City Hospital in Srinagar had 
converted a truck into his hospital and was busy treating and 
dispensing medicines to anyone who needed it, free of charge. a 
his equipments had dampened but not his spinit. The work ina 
government and large hospitals had come to a standstill. Some 
youths had started telemedicine and tele-diagnosis Ses 
wherever telephone lines had been restored. Fallen houses, trees 
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and marooned vehicles represented the horrific magnitude of the 
floods all along Jhelum. Yet, Chinar, the tree that has its roots in 
this soil, literally and figuratively, stood firm, like the indomitable 
spirit ofthe Kashmiris. World famous Kashmiri poct-author Farooq 
Nazki and his entire family were rescued by the army. He lauded 
the work of the army and said, ‘I have no doubt that this 
humanitarian side of the very army the Kashmiris love to hate will 
surely go a long way in reducing their hatred for it.’ 

We visited the maternal home of Mrs Shamima Azad, wife of 
Ghulam Nabi Azad in Hyderpura. The former Union Health 
Minister was now finding it difficult to get his regular medicines. 
At many places, leaders of political parties were seen using the 
services of the rescue teams solely for themselves and their own 
families. For this reason, there was a growing disappointment 
among the youths towards every political party including Hurriyat. 
Those who cannot help themselves, how would they help us? We 
need to help ourselves now, they said. They also asked me to give 
a message to the nation that even though their dreams are in tatters, 
they refuse to remain subservient to anyone. They expressed great 

hopes from India as a country. Aksa Mchraj, studying MBA in 
Pune was more expressive but the feelings expressed by other 
students from engineering and such streams were similar. 

From Hyderpura we left for Nalabal, near Sohra Institute to 
take part in a meeting. Our car being a small car, it got stuck in 
water at one place. Taller vehicles like Sumo, Scorpio etc were 
ferrying people from the Same road comfortably. I saw some Bihari 
youths washing a bus. It was Owned by a Kashmiri gentleman, 
who readily rented it to me for a mere Rs, 800/-. Another vehicle 
Owner has asked me Rs. 10,000/- saying he has to buy diesel in 
black. On the other hand the Kashmiri bus owner said, “You are 
our guest and for Kashmiris, guests are like God...’ 

On the road leading to Sohra Institute I saw many youths 
standing in shoulder-level water, guiding the drivers of the passing 
vehicles about the craters and manholes. They had saved many 
lives in doing so already. Many Kashmiris gave shelter to the 
displaced in the temples, mosques and gurudwaras. Some even 
took in strangers in their own house, but does this find a place in 
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the media? The image of Kashmiri youths is that they crib, they 
are lazy and they are extremists. However, what I saw during this 
visit was the other side of it. I found them sensible, positive, peace- 
minded and humanitarian. Where the media gave a lot of footage 
to a handful youths pelting stones on the rescuers from army, it 
ignored the many more numbers who were doing great humanitarian 
work. 

Doctors like Dr. Abhijit Vaidya from Pune were tirelessly 
checking and treating people. The very devastating water of Jnelum 
was being boiled and used as drinking water. Munir Mustafa who 
plays cricket in a Pune academy was engaged in rescue work in 
Pulwama, along with hundreds of his colleagues. Though more 
bleaching powder, chlorine tablets and trained doctors were 
desperately needed, everyone was doing his or her best in the 
circumstances. We must laud the astonishing work done by the 
army, NDRF and the various central government agencies, we 
should also salute the efforts of hundreds and thousands of young 
men like Munir, Nazir, Rohulla, Arshad, Firoz etc. 

There was devastation all around but humanitarianism was 
standing tall. People were happily sharing their own food plate 
with others. No one was Hindu, Muslim, Sikh or Christian anymore; 
everyone was a human being, that’s all that mattered! 

The winter is around the corner. The possibility of various 
epidemics spreading is looming large. Workers from Bihar, Uttar 
Pradesh have returned to their respective villages. The water 
purification plants have been wiped out by the floods. In these 
conditions the work of restoration and rehabilitating Jammu- 
Kashmir is going to prove challenging. The municipal corporation 
of Pune has sent its team of experts in restoration of water 
purification plants. Thousands of Kashmiri youths are ready. Now 
is the time to build a new Kashmir. A progressive, peaceful 
Kashmir. Negative, divisive elements and forces will always be 
there but their influence would weaken now, after this natural 


calamity. 

While rebuilding the d 
and hospitals in the State 
rehabilitated. The Kashmiri 


evastated roads, bridges, schools, colleges 
the devastated families need to be 
youths who have come closer to the 
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security forces mentally, need to be actively involved in the 
rebuilding exercise so that they would have a sense of purpose and 
therefore, would be less inclined towards supporting or joining 
militancy. May the bright sunshine of constructive, positive youth 
power glow in the valley now... 


Daily Sakal, 14 September 2014 


.o, 
OU 
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Sarhad: Where differences melt - Here students from 
various conflict torn regions of India come close to each other 


Saqib Malik 


It has been often called as Oxford of the East and the Pensioners 
Paradise, but Pune has fast become a melting pot for several cultures 
and even the students from Kashmir are not hesitating to wear the 
Puneri pagdi . On the last working day, before Katraj-based Sarhad 
school shuts for its annual Diwali vacations, the students mesmerize 
the audiences with their multi-lingual abilities at a cultural event 
at the school premises. Robust and poignant performances by 
Kashmiri students singing Marathi songs and Marathi students 
dancing to the tunes of famous bollywood number “bumbro 
bumbro” from the movie Mission Kashmir is a part of Sarhad’s 
cross-cultural exchange initiative “We want Kashmiri students to 
excel in Marathi language and local students to have an exposure 
to English and other languages apart from Marathi.” says Sanjay 
Nahar, President, Sarhad. The students at Sarhad have not 
disappointed Sanjay. Apart from their fluency in Marathi, several 
students from Sarhad have topped in Marathi at the Board exam 
levels. Sarhad school has a total roll of 1800 students out of which 
around 90 Kashmiri students receive free education and lodging. 
Sarhad which is a home to children from the Valley and even 
Ladakh has become synonymous with Jammu and Kashmir and 
even the autorickshaw drivers in Pune seem to acknowledge this. 
Sarhad recently got its first orphan Joginder Singh from the Jammu 
division and while on my way to meet the 17-year old Joginder at 
Sarhad’s children’s home, the rickshawala, to my surprise, madea 
quick and nofrills ride to the Pune-Kashmir maitri chowk, a square 
which was officially named so by Pune Municipal Corporation 
after being approached by Sarhad. As a Kashmiri, I found solace 
when the rickshawala said, “Yeh aapka Kashmir chowk aa gaya’, 
but the joy was shortlived as I met Joginder. Joginder, who hails 
from district Doda, lost his entire family to indiscriminate firing 
and had a narrow brush with death. An injury mark on his forehead 

is a grim reminder of Joginder’s traumatic childhood. In the 
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company of other kids from the valley, a smile is back on Joginder’s 
face. Dogri being his mother tongue, Joginder has now started 
understanding Kashmiri and Marathi as well. His tragic past might 
have brought to fore the harsh reality of violence hit Jammu and 
Kashmir but as Joginder shares food from the plate of his Kashmiri 
Muslim friends at Sarhad, he becomes a testimony of the real 
friendship. Mukhtar Ahmed, son of a retired government teacher 
from Budgam district in Kashmir valley came to Pune in year 2004; 
this being his first visit outside the valley. Mukhtar was 13 then 
and had spent early days of his childhood in the shadow of violence 
in Kashmir. He was one among a batch of several Kashmiri students, 
who found a home away from home at Sarhad. Mukhtar introduces 
himself in chaste Marathi. He is now a student of Physiotherapy at 
prestigious Sancheti Insitite of Physiotherapy in Pune and says his 
father back home would be most benefitted once he completes his 
degree and achieves his dream of becoming a Physiotherapist . 
“My father is old and usually suffers from acute knee pain. He 
regularly needs physiotherapy. lam hoping to go back to the valley 
once I complete my degree and serve my father and the state.” says 
Mukhtar. He even says that he loves the traditional Maharashtrian 
feast varan-bhaat now, although it took him a bit to adjust to the 
food in Pune. The Kashmiri and local students at Sarhad school 
are playing a pivotal role to beat the Stereotypes. At the annual 
fancy dress competition at the school, the tiny tots are dressed in a 
manner to represent the vast social and cultural diversity of India. 
From sporting a cop’s uniform to traditional Maharashtrian 
“Lavani” dress and a traditional Kashmiri gown called “Pheran”, 
the kids add to the colorful stage decorated to mark Diwali and Eid 
celebrations. Sushma Nahar, Principal at the Sarhad school says, 
“Since Eid was celebrated two weeks back and Diwali is just round 
the comer so we decided to celebrate both the occasions together.” 


m people of 


oc , Who recently 
visited Sarhad’s campus to facilitate the Process of bringing students 


from the strife-torn regions of Assam to Sarhad. As I leave Sarhad 
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premises and bid good-bye to the kids, I hope this golden quadrangle 
of cultures from across the country is a lesson to preach true secular 
fabric of India. As a Kashmiri, I found solace when the rickshawala 
said, “Yeh aapka Kashmir chowk aa gaya”. 


Daily Greater Kashmir, 17 Nov 2012 


$ 
2 
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All the way from Kashmir to Maharashtra 


Rahela Khan 


It was a hot summer evening in Pune, and I was running late to 
meet some friends. J finally reached the place where I was supposed 
to meet them, Katraj as it’s called. It is one of the educational hubs 
of Pune through and through. I got down from the rickshaw and 
headed towards the meeting point, I walked past a structure and a 
familiar name almost instantly caught my eye, I stared gaping in 
astonishment at the words “Lalle Ded Girls Hostel” welded on the 
gate made from wrought iron grill. I cannon-fired my friends with 
all sorts of questions later on and they informed me that it was an 
educational institution for Kashmiri students called Sarhad run by 
a person named Sanjay Nahar, and so I decided to meet him out of 
sheer curiosity. 

Fixing an appointment with Mr. Nahar was quite a daunting 
task; I went to Katraj again, this time directly to Sarhad. The 
gatekeeper did not divulge any contact details of Mr. Nahar 
whatsoever, although he let me take a look around the building, so 
I wandered off hoping to click some photographs. I came across a 
motley assortment of swings in the lawn separated by a wall that 

had the most amazing colors painted on it in incongruity and there 
were a couple of tiny figurines scattered about the place. I entered 
the back door of the girl’s hostel and met the warden, after cajoling 
her for a while; she eventually gave me the details I needed. 

So I made a few calls later on and fixed an appointment with 

Mr. Naharand finally met hima couple of days later. He had seemed 
a little apprehensive in meeting me, fearing a media blitz but when 
I told him I was from Kashmir and currently studying in Pune he 
readily agreed. 

The first question I asked Mr. Nahar was whether he was a 
Kashmiri Pandit as quite frankly he looked like one to me. He 
came across to me as someone with obvious Kashmiri looks, a 
cheerful disposition and calm manners. His answer surprised me 
when he said he wasn’t and that his forefathers had come from 
Rajasthan and eventually settled in Maharashtra. 
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À I asked him how he j ourneyed through the whole thing and made 
this organization what it was today. He answered it happened during 
the Punjab movement in mid 80’s when he was advocating the 
peace and calm in Punjab with fervor through his organization called 
Vande Mataram. In early 90’s the news of rise of militancy and 
political turmoil in the state of Jammu and Kashmir reached him, 
he couldn’t help but make up his mind to visit the state and when 
he arrived, what he saw jarred his senses and emotions. 

He said he came across Orphans, Widows, victims of human 
rights violation and victims of collateral damage due to the militancy 
and the armed forces. He painstakingly went to the remote areas of 
Kashmir like Kupwara etc and each day in Kashmir he spent filled 
him with sorrow. He couldn’t fathom and determine the depth of 
the deplorable plight of the people especially the children, much 
to the amusement of the government. He left Kashmir with utmost 
melancholy and it was then he made an unwavering promise to 
himself that he would devote his time to make continued and 
determined efforts to bring about some awareness about the rapid 
deteriorating condition of the people of Kashmir during early 90’s. 
He said he often wondered those days, that how a child could grow 
up as a responsible human being under such harsh conditions and 
that a proper education was the need of the hour. 

He said the turmoil stricken children suffered the most, 
especially the orphans who were not only emotionally deprived of 
love but of the material comfort too. He said he wanted to see the 
people in the valley do mundane things, the trivial things people 
do regularly everyday and not be bound in shackles because of the 
ongoing aggression. í 

Mr. Nahar said the main objective ofthis organization to provide 
quality and free education to the students of Kashmir, especially 
who come from the remote areas e.g. Kupwara, that has suffered 
the most during the turmoil. He said, “Sarhad provides the students 
of Kashmir with free accommodation and food and this is not it, 
the children also enjoy the kind of exposure they would not normally 
get in Kashmir academically as well by co-curricular activities and 
Sarhad leaves no stone unturned when it comes to fostering their 


. 


needs”. 
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As our conversation stretched from education to politics, Mr. 
Nahar was candid enough in his speech. He agreed that the Army 
should be deployed at the border zones and removed from the 
residential and urban areas and also remarked that the Army and 
Civilian relationship had always been non cordial even in the 
countries like America or Middle East or any other country for 
that matter. ; 

I asked him if he supported the separatist ideas of Hurriyat and 
Geelani, he promptly replied “if everyone has been given a right to 
think, to have an opinion then the masses also have the right to 
choose their government and choose as to who should govern them. 
I don’t agree or disagree to their ideas and like everyone else Geelani 
has his opinions and supporters and these opinions and ideas should 
be heard and respected at the same time, I don’t see why anyone 
should insistently target him for his thoughts. 

He said he noticed a peculiar nature of the people of Kashmir 
that was their unusual tact of Leadership. He said he found this 
quality in almost all the Kashmiris he had come across and wanted 
to inculcate and encourage this quality at Sarhad by giving the 
students mess rights, electing them as prefects and by giving them 
certain responsibilities. He laid emphasis on the quality of 
leadership in Kashmiris and said “With leadership comes a whole 
lot of responsibility and if the students at Sarhad understand this at 
a very tender age they will do well in their life”. He also said that 
people of Kashmir suffered from something called “Trust 
deficiency”, and that they had reached such a state of callousness 
because of their sufferings, that they no longer trusted the 
government and their election manifestos. This malevolent 
relationship of governmentand people could prove to be detrimental 
and escalate in disrupting any peace process in the long run and 
hence it needed an expansive vicissitude. He added, “The people 
of Kashmir have discerning ideas, a keen sense of reasoning and 
are almost always quick-witted and they know precisely about all 
the events unfolding around them and the solutions to the alarming 
Issues but ironically they do not have a proper strait route to 


implement them, they need a stimulus, a motivation and a suitable 
vanguard to be heard. 
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He expressed that he had been dealing with Kashmiri people 
for so long that he had begun to understand them perfectly well. 
He extrapolated that the culture, the language and the tradition of 
the Kashmiri people was so rich and prolific, it needed enrichment 
and heartening rather than any thwart attempts of the government 
or any individual. 

Two jovial Kashmiri boys of about 17 years entered and smiled 
at Mr. Sanjay Nahar and he gestured them to sit. I spoke with them 
in Kashmiri and both of them looked surprised. They told me their 
names were Salim and Rafiq. Salim hails from District Ganderbal 
and Rafiq from district Budgam. Salim said he loved Pune and 
wished to stay there for as long as he could and make new friends, 
his favorite subject is English. Rafiq said he loved numbers and 
mathematics. I asked them what they loved to do the most in their 
free time both of them bellowed in unison. “We play cricket” (as 
almost all Kashmiri kids love to do). Mr. Nahar was trying to 
interpret the language who he claimed to have gotten well 
acquainted with, sheepishly asked, “batte khyothi” (did u eat?) ,he 
surprised me further when he uttered aloud, “Okus bokus tail wan 
chi Kus” (a famous comical poem recited by all the kids in Kashmir) 
. He said he named one of the chowks of Katraj as “Pune-Kashmir 
maitry chowk” to acknowledge the sentiments he felt for the valley. 

The calendar that hung on his wall had pictures of Kashmir all 
over it and a printed Kashmiri rug (Namda) was covering the floor 
of his office. I thanked Mr. Nahar for his time and left with a 
whole lot of quantified emotions. Who would have thought that 
someone with no roots and with no association with anything 
minutely related to Kashmir would make it his lifeline, his only 
goal and ambition.Mr. Sanjay Nahar made it happen, as if it were 


his birthplace. 
Daily Rising Kashmir, Feb 2013 


+, 
La 
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Testing Times 


Whereas the last two articles by independent writers were from 
among the complimentary ones, there were a few incidents, which 
were highly critical and malicious towards Sarhad. Bouquets and 
brickbats are a part and parcel of social service, it’s said. Sanjay 
Nahar or Sarhad is no exception. Some people termed him a 
government agent and some others called him an enemy agent. 
Some organizations felicitated him as a true patriot and some outfits 
embroiled him in false cases and inquiries. But ask him to name 
them or why he doesn’t respond and he smiles benignly. I remember 

those who stood by me, he says; those who understood his intentions 
and sincere efforts that is. Not Surprisingly, some Hindu outfits 
call him an enemy agent whereas some Muslim outfits say he works 
for the Indian intelligence agencies. In some instances the very 
existence of Sanjay Nahar was threatened but the movement Sarhad 
continued. Even though almost €very incident in the life of Sarhad 
has a seed ofa full length feature film, it never capitalized on them. 
Itremained focussed and has become an important movement not 
Just in the Indian context but in entire South Asia. For every 
detractor, it found a genuine supporter, be it among the well known 
names or the commoners. Truly speaking, it is the support of 
common citizens that is the strength of Sarhad. Even its detractors 
agree that Sarhad is needed. 


A few years ago, with the general, but misplaced belief that 


outfits like the Hindu Janajagruti Samiti and Sanatan Sanstha had 
spread a malicious message that Sarhad is pro-Kashmiri separatists 
and hence anti-national. I learned that along with Dr. Narendra 
Dabholkar, a crusader against superstitious practices in the name 
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of religion, lam a target of some elements. I was subject to a lot of 

‘hate mail and a barrage of false notices as well as court cases 
Eventually Dr. Dabolkar was killed. The then Commissioner of 
Police, Pune, Gulabrao Pol forced me to accept security cover. To 
be honest, I am Just not comfortable with the idea of moving about 
with gun-toting men around you. We have to accept that there would 
always be some elements in the society who would issue threats 
and try to terrorize people, they may carry labels of different 
religions but they are not religious people. I have experienced this 
phenomenon during my work in Punjab. I never feared death but 
character is a man’s most prized possession and to see it assassinated 
is worse than death. The point is I have met many people from 
these and such organizations on several occasions and none of them 
came across as extremist in their thoughts. It is just that some people 
among them take a hard line and this aggressive, jingoistic stance, 
whether for the country, region, faith, caste or language breeds 
violence in the mind of the vulnerable. 

In 2012, organizations named Hindu Janajagruti Samiti and 
Hindu Vidhidnya Parishad issued a press note and a statement 
condemning well known social activist Anna Hazare’s decision to 
include Sanjay Nahar and Dr. Narendra Dabholkar in his team. 
The appeal was titled INCLUSION OF SANJAY NAHAR AND 
DR. DABHOLKAR IN TEAM ANNA IS UNFORTUNATE! — 
HVP. The Samiti issued the press release in September and ina 
month’s time, the Parishad followed up with same allegation. Again, 
the Samiti issued another statement on its website. Curiously, Samiti 
alleged that there are irregularities in the Trust founded by Dr. 
Dabholkar’s and Sanjay Nahar is a ‘divisive’ person who supports 
secession of Kashmir, whereas the Parishad alleged that there are 
irregularities in the Trust founded by Sanjay Nahar and Dr. 
Dabholkar supports Naxalism. 


Following is the translation of the text of this Press Note: 


Hindu Janajagruti Samiti Date: 18.09.2012 
For Publicity 
Hon. Anna, do not allow the public interest movement get 


corrupt! — Appeals Hindu Janajagruti Samiti 
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Veteran social worker Shri Anna Hazare has decided to 
reconstitute the Committee for Movement against Corruption. In 
this (committee) he has invited, along with other renowned 
members, the controversial persons Dr. Narendra Dabholkar, 
President of the “Maharashtra Andhshraddha Nirmulan Samiti’ and 
Sanjay. Nahar of ‘Sarhad’. Considering the background of these 
persons, the public interest movement of Anna is more likely to be 
destroyed. Having had a bad experience about Swami Agnivesh 
earlier, the Hindu Janajagruti Samiti has requested hon. Anna to 
keep these controversial people away from the Committee. 

Looking at the sincerity of purpose of Anna’s movement against 
corruption the Hindu Janajagruti Samiti has give an active support 
to Anna’s movement by initiating the movement all over the 
country. However, after learning about the names of some 
controversial persons invited by Anna, the Samiti has put forward 
this appeal with the affectionately concern that the movement isn’t 
led astray. According to the information obtained by the Hindu 

Janajagruti Samiti under the Right To Information Act, there are 
several financial frauds which have come to light in the Trust run 
by Dr. Dabholkar. Various Hindu Organizations and the Warkari 
Sect have agitated against the same. As a result, the inquiry into 
the financial frauds in Dabholkar’s Trust by the office of the Charity 
Commissioner, Satara is underway. In sucha situation, would it be 
appropriate to let the anti-corruption movement of Anna go into 
the hands of those who are corrupt themselves? 
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Yours truly, 

Sd/- 

Shri Shivaji Watkar, Coordinator 
Hindu Janajagruti Samiti 


This appeal was published in Sanatan Prabhat. 

A similar appeal appeared ina blogspot of a Hindu Lawyers’ 
group called Hindu Vidhidnya Parishad. 

These organizations and the people behind them are quite 
resourceful and have a large team of lawyers at their disposal and 
their aim appeared to be mere intimidation, for they, instead of 
responding to come forward to check and discuss with us freely 
and frankly, chose to engage in maligning Sarhad’s name. So much 
so that eventually they stooped down to character assassination 
and public show of strength when a group of people using their 
name beat a few of Sarhad’s Kashmiri children outside Sarhad 
campus. Restraint by the children and Sarhad prevented an ugly 
showdown. Also, me and my family were threatened on phone 
several times, in the middle of the night. They even filed several 
false cases against Sarhad. 

Now, Sarhad has nothing to hide in any respect, so naturally, it 
appealed to the police and other authorities to carry out all the 
investigations necessary in case of such allegations. The allegations 
and the false complaints and cases caused enormous amount of 
stress and took their toll on the overall health of Sarhad. Ironically 
however, they proved to be blessings in disguise as our credentials 
got checked thoroughly. 

Interestingly, similar thing happened in Kashmir as well! Some 
of the people and organizations there alleged similar things and 
even went to the extent of accusing Sarhad of trying to change the 
demography of Kashmir by ‘converting’ their children to Hinduism 
in Pune. Several cases were filed even in Kashmir. The hon. High 
Court in Kashmir ordered a thorough check on Sarhad’s credentials. 

Nothing ever came out of these cases as the hon. courts of law 
did not just absolved Sarhad from all the false accusations; they 
even lauded Sarhad’s work. Over the period, Sarhad received 
acknowledgement and accolades from various chief ministers, 
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cabinet ministers etc which automatically, as a matter of protocol, 
ensured that Sarhad’s background and functioning is verified by 
the intelligence agencies of various states as well as the centre. In 
fact, the topmost officer of IB, the country’s top intelligence agency, 
once called Sarhad (Sanjay Nahar) to convey his appreciation of 
Sarhad’s good work and categorically said that in the light of various 
complaints received by his office against Sarhad, he had personally 
checked and verified, and has found Sarhad’s credentials to be 
impeccable. He also said that the kind of work that Sarhad has 

done for Kashmir is incredible. 
Once, Sarhad had organized a Kashmir festival in Pune, where 
100 pandit children from Jammu were to perform. Well known 
Kashmiri pandit music director Krishan Langoo, had choreographed 
an opera of these children from Nagrota Migration camp in Jammu. 
Sarhad had organized the festival with great pains and with the 
help of several organizations like the Arihant Trust. Railway 
booking was done for the pandit children from Jammu was done. 
And then something happened. Some organizations in Jammu 
prevented the children from boarding the train and sent them back 
from the Jammu railway station. After a spate of frantic calls and 
discussions, the festival took place. In fact, in an operatic 
composition in this program there was so much pathos that the at 
the end, we saw both, pandits and Muslims, had tears in their eyes! 
At another time, in 2012, Sarhad and Vanrai Trust had taken 
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Private 

8 February, 2012 

Shri Mahesh Pathak, 

Hon. Commissioner, Pune Municipal Corporation 
Pune 


Respected Sir, 7 
On Friday, 3 February, 2012 Sarhad had organized an 
important program. Bal Gandharva Rangmandir was: duly booked 
Jor this program by paying the charges. In this respect Shri Sanjay 
Nahar had discussed with you. After that I also had a discussion 
with you. The way you were speaking in our discussion deeply 
offended me. The governor of Jammu-Kashmir was going to attend 
this function. About 3000 persons were invited. This program aimed 
at national integration was going to add to the glory of Pune. 
Without thinking about all this, the way you said ‘Governor, who?’ 
was certainly shocking. At the same time (the language) was 
unbecoming for your position. I sensed the arrogance of your 
position of power in your speaking and it dented my respect for. 
you. Out of the same feeling I am writing to you this letter for your 
bright future. 
Really speaking, a way out could have been easily found with 
mutual understanding. Instead, you sent a letter to Shri Sanjay 
Nahar to the effect that this booking is cancelled. Your decision 
forced the organization to look for alternative venue and inform 
the invitees on phone about the change in venue. The volunteers of 
Sarhad and Vanrai were doing this for one whole day. If someone 
like me gets such a treatment from you, I cannot even imagine how 
you must be treating the ordinary citizens. In future at least, I expect 
a better treatment from you. 
Numerous officers like the former governor of Mahar. ashtr a 
Dr. P. C. Alexander, Abid Hussein, P. K. Kaul have worked with 
me. There are about 85 Export Promotion Councils under the 


Commerce Department and there too, officers of your level were 


working on behalfof my ministry. Thad very cordial relations with 


all of them and they too looked up to me with similar respect. On 
this backdrop the experience I had with you is certainly unfortunate. 
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At least in future I expect that no one else gets such an experience. 
Please do not mind my forthright words. I only wish that your 
future be prosperous. 


With best wishes, 
Yours truly, 
Mohan Dharia. 


After Dharia’s intervention the festival took place a day later, 
albeit at another venue. N. N. Vohra, in his speech said that he 
knew Sanjay Nahar and his friends since 1985, when they were 
engaged in their humanitarian activities in Punjab. They are doin g 
good work and it is important in the national context. 

Sarhad continues to organize the Kashmir Festival in Pune 

regularly till date. Every year there was some issue or the other 
which blocked the path but every time a work around was found 
and the Festival was success. Eminent people from Kashmir like 
poet Naseem Shafai, Bashir Badgami, Rashid Maqdoomi of daily 
Greater Kashmir, and Zafar Meraj have visited Pune to attend the 
festival at different times, The opportunity to present their culture 
to a cultural city like Pune is always loved by the artistes and 
performers from Kashmir. 

At another time, another organization came forward - 

Anti-Hindu: Pune police intimidate Kashmiri Pandits, 

refuse permission for lawful agitation February 03, 2014 

Magha Shukla Panchami, Kaliyug Varsha 5115 

Police refuse permission for lawful agitation proposed by 

‘Panun Kashmir’ for exposing pro-Muslim Jammu-Kashmir 
Government and ‘Sarhad’ organisation ! 

Pune (Maharashtra) : “Panun Kashmir’ wanted to expose true 
motive of an organization named ‘Sarhad’ for holding a program 
called * Kashmir Heritage? sponsored by pro-Muslims Jammu- 
Kashmir Govemment and ‘Sarhad’. ‘Panun Kashmir’ had, there- 
fore, sought permission of police for i 
police refused to grant the same. It was planned to distribute hand- 
bills creating awareness towards the issue by standing outside 


300 | Bonding with Kashmir 


‘Shaniwarwada’, the venue of ‘Kashmir Heritage” by ‘Sarhad’. 
Police, however, refused to grant permission for this lawful agi- 
tation aimed at enlightening people with the facts. Dy. Police Com- 
missioner Makarand Ranade refused permission claiming that if 
such permission was granted, even other parties like BJP, Con- 
gress etc. would stage agitations. Police have issued a notice to 
office bearers of ‘Panun Kashmir’ advising against distribution of 
handbills and holding demonstrations ete. (In India, where Hindus 
are in majority, permission is refused to them for Staging agita- 
tions in lawful manner despite the purpose of such agitations be- 
ing protection of Hindus and national integrity. Police, however, 
bow before Muslims and grant permission to an organization like 
“Raza Academy’ for holding destructive march. Police watch like 
spineless citizens even when their lady-staff gets molested and show 
guts only against tolerant Hindus. Such police will be asked to 
undertake rigorous spiritual practice by way of punishment in Hindu 
Rashtra. — Editor, Dainik Sanatan Prabhat) 

The program ‘Kashmir Heritage’ was inaugurated on 2nd 
February by the Mayor in the presence of Talat Parvez, Director of 
‘Jammu- Kashmir Tourism’. Parvez said that attempts need to be 
made for encouraging tourism in Kashmir. ‘Panun Kashmir’ has 
exposed the deception behind his appeal. 

Important points presented by ‘Panun Kashmir’ in its handbill 

-J&K Government talks about promoting tourism in the State; 
but does not say a word about Kashmiri Hindus. 

-How can tourists be safe in Kashmir when original Kashmiri 
Hindus have been displaced from Kashmir? 

‘In past 24 years, ‘Sarhad’ has not organized a single program 
for displaced Kashmiri Hindus as it is doing for Muslims. On one 
hand, Kashmiri Hindus are not allowed to return to Kashmir and 
on the other hand, tourists are lured with natural beauty of Kashmir. 
Such is their ulterior agenda; using double -standards. If that was 
not the case, ‘Sarhad’ and State Government would have done 
something for displaced Kashmiri Hindus and to stop their their 


genocide. : 
-Islamization of Hindus has been started in Kashmir. No action 


has yet been taken against people involved in genocide of Hindus. 
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‘There is a need to re-settle Kashmiri Hindus in Kashmir, to 
return their lands, re-construct temples and devise a system to 
punish those harassing Hindus. If it is done, there is no need to 
advertise for promoting tourism through such programs. 

On the basis of the above points, Hindus should take ‘Sarhad’ 
and J&K Govt. to task, in lawful manner, for organizing programs 
like ‘Kashmir Heritage’! 


Source: HJS 
- See more at: http://forumforhinduawakening.org/dharma/ 
news/2014/02/03/anti-hindu-pune-police-intimidate-kashmiri- 
pandits-refuse-permission-lawful-agitation/# 
sthash. INwgiJRm.dpuf 
The above is a reproduction of an actual post on a site. Sarhad, 
far from being outraged or even disturbed by this understands that 
these people have every right to express themselves. The mass, 
forced exodus of Hindu pundits from the valley is a fact and that 
their return to the valley with all the dignity is a must. It’s not that 
these people do not know what Sarhad has done for pundits in the 
incidents at Vandhama, Sangrampora or Nadimarg. At Nadimarg 
in fact, Sarhad was one of the first outside organization to reach. 
The point is, their sense of outrage against Muslims in the valley is 
SO strong, it tends to show up everywhere. Without doubt, the 
pandits appreciating Sarhad's humanirarian work far outnumber 
those who don't. Veteran author and director Pran Kishore Kaul, 
Lt. Gen. Moti Dar, music director Krishan Langoo, social activist 
Dr, Amit Wanchoo, artist Veer Munshi ... the list is too long. Pran 
Kishore Kaul has been kind enough to give his comment for the 


Gen. Moti Dar has been a great support. 


Yet we respect the voices of dissent and acknowledge that they 
have their own reasons for it. We think the activities that were 
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aimed at debilitating Sarhad were the acid tests for it and far from 
weakening it, they only strengthened the organization. Even today, 
some people and organizations accuse Sarhad of being, right wing, 
left wing, divisive, pro-Muslim, pro-Hindu and all sorts of things. 
Sarhad was and is committed to the nation and the people of border 
regions who have been subject to hardship for too long. Patriotism, 
to Sarhad, isn’t a tunnel vision. Indian culture has always been 
inclusive and liberal. Sarhad has dedicated itself to show this, true, 
face of India to the world and remind the Indian citizens of their 
great tradition and legacy! 


THE SARHAD STORY CONTINUES... 
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The Kashmiri children and youth have enormous potential. J 
Salute Pune and Maharashtra for accepting these children and 
accommodating them through Sarhad. It is truly unfortunate that 
they are suffering hardship. Once this ordeal comes to an end, 


they can give direction to not just their state, but light a path for 
the country and world... 


Late APJ Abdul Kalam, 


Former President of India 
15 June 2005 
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